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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names may 
have been changed 

New conditions 

In his extraordinary two-page article 
last week Mike Macnair spends most 
of this space attacking myself and 
Barry Biddulph for our letters in pre¬ 
vious issues (‘Campaign for a party 
- or another sect?’, October 5). Giv¬ 
en the positive move of the CPGB in 
supporting the November 4 confer¬ 
ence to launch the Campaign for a 
New Marxist Party, I had hoped that 
perhaps Mike might put forward 
some positive proposals to take the 
initiative forward. 

I might agree with some of Mike’s 
points on the way the far left has op¬ 
erated in the unions and the necessi¬ 
ty to introduce politics. However, 
Mike tends to look at all the organisa¬ 
tions he covers in his article as fixed 
in character rather than as dynamic 
entities which evolve socially and 
politically. In passing Mike also takes 
a swipe at Trotsky’s Transitional pro¬ 
gramme\ claiming it is “economistic” 
and Trotskyists suffer from “fetishism 
of the strike weapon”. While very few 
would argue that the Transitional 
programme is the programme for all 
time, it does contain plenty of what 
Mike would term, in his crude divi¬ 
sion, “political demands”. 

However, he does have a point 
about the Trotskyist tradition. It is 
clear that the impact of the ruling class 
move to the imperialist model in the 
last quarter of the 19th century, on the 
one hand, made material concessions 
to the working class and, on the oth¬ 
er, incorporated the new bureaucratic 
layer of the workers’ organisations, 
particularly the unions. This strategy 
of control was given added impetus 
by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and 
reached its full bureaucratic flowering 
after 1945. In Britain in particular it 
meant that the workers’ movement 
could be stripped of much of its polit¬ 
ical cutting edge. Thus the British 
working class has been militant, but 
in a depoliticised and sectionalised 
way rather than expressing its inter¬ 
ests as a class. The most radical ex¬ 
pression of the post-1945 workers’ 
movement was undoubtedly the Trot¬ 
skyists, but in large part they adapt¬ 
ed to their depoliticised environment 
rather than challenge it. 

However, the material conditions 
that brought this about are no longer 
present. The ending of the grip of the 
Stalinist bureaucracy after 1990 plus 
the crisis of imperialism mean that a 
repoliticisation of the workers’ move¬ 
ment is not only necessary, but far 
more possible. 

I would maintain my original point 
about the sterility of the sects (specif¬ 
ically the Socialist Workers Party and 
the Socialist Party/Committee for a 
Workers’ International) - this is self- 
evident to any serious observer or ac¬ 
tivist. Moreover the organisations that 
Mike seems to be fixated on can only 
be described as tiny - it is not as if they 
actually have either the numbers or the 
cadre to obstruct the organisation of 
any alternative to them. Mike is pessi¬ 
mistic and claims that any organisation 
has to dedicate the majority of its time 
to debating with these sterile remnants. 
In fact they are not present in most 
workplaces or in many geographic ar¬ 
eas even in major cities. I am not pro¬ 
posing that the Campaign for an New 
Marxist Party should ignore these out¬ 
fits - far from it - but they should not be 
the sole or even the main priority. 
Matthew Jones 
Critique supporters group 

On the periphery 

I agree with the comments of Mark 


Fischer, reported by Dave Isaacson, 
that the left is politically peripheral 
and has no real roots (‘A lesson in 
Stalinism’, October 5). 

Contrary to the assertions of com¬ 
rade Mike Macnair, one of the most 
striking aspects of recent years is 
how little you encounter the mem¬ 
bers of the Socialist Workers Party 
and Socialist Party in the workplace 
- even in local government, where 
they are considered to be stronger. 
There is no class-wide division of 
labour between the class and the 
activists of the sects. 

Mike claims he raised the issue of 
the ‘2,000 members’ as this would be 
the numbers required to prevent the 
SWP or the SP hijacking the Cam¬ 
paign for a Marxist Party. But it is es¬ 
sentially a question of politics. The 
analogy with what the SWP did to 
the Socialist Alliance is misplaced. 

Any campaign for a Marxist party 
will not be pretending to be reform¬ 
ist, looking for a Labour Party mark 
two, putting forward a reformist pro¬ 
gramme or a call for a welfare state 
such as People before profit. Nor 
will it campaign on a cross-class, 
populist basis. Any sect members 
disillusioned with Respect or tired 
of looking to the past for a mythical 
‘socialist’ Labour Party would have 
a pole of attraction. 

Once again, Mike Macnair follows 
Lenin’s one-sided polemic in sepa¬ 
rating politics and economics. I have 
previously compared Marx and the 
Lenin of 1902 on the relationship be¬ 
tween politics and economics. 

Let me this time counterpose the 
Lenin of 1887 to the ultra-polemi¬ 
cal Lenin of 1902 on the relation¬ 
ship between economics and 
politics: “Social democrats take 
part in all the spontaneous mani¬ 
festations of the working class 
struggle, in all conflicts between 
workers and capitalists over the 
working day, working conditions, 
etc. Our task is to merge our activ¬ 
ities with the practical, everyday 
questions of working class life.” 
And “Both economic and political 
agitation are equally necessary to 
develop the class consciousness 
of the proletariat.” 

In What is to be done? Lenin was 
polemically focusing on the expect¬ 
ed bourgeois revolution as the first 
stage to socialism, so fighting for all 
classes oppressed by the autocracy 
was stressed and the workers’ class 
struggle downplayed in comparison. 
Lenin recognised that socialist con¬ 
sciousness could develop through 
economic struggle. He did not ele¬ 
vate the political struggle for democ¬ 
racy and the bourgeois republic 
before the economic aspects of class 
struggle. In the distorted argument 
with Rabochoye Delo, who were not 
economists in the way Lenin 
claimed, he lost the historical per¬ 
spective of a more rounded under¬ 
standing of party and class. 

Mike referred me to Lars T Lih and 
Lenin rediscovered, an inordinate¬ 
ly long review of What is to be done? 
Lih shares comrade Macnair’s re¬ 
spect for Kautsky and his disrespect 
for the Trotskyist dismissal of the 
Second International. The bulk of 
Lih’s enormous tome is what he re¬ 
gards as the importance of German 
social democracy for Lenin and Bol¬ 
shevism. 

Mike’s stress on democratisation 
of the capitalist state, or extreme 
democracy, echoes Kautsky, as 
does his point about the power of 
the vote or elections, which he of¬ 
ten refers to as “winning the major¬ 
ity”. The classical Marxist view of 
an alternative commune state based 
on workers’ councils is dismissed as 
the economism of the mass strike 
strategy - although Mike is not de¬ 
nying the importance of the role of 


the mass strike, and extreme democ¬ 
racy can also mean armed workers’ 
organisations and the right of recall. 

Barry Biddulph 

email 

Bold outline 

Barry Biddulph’s recent letters to 
Weekly Worker have been signed off 
with the description ‘Democratic So¬ 
cialist Alliance’ under his name, instead 
of his home town, as is the case with 
most other letters to the paper. Read¬ 
ers may have been misled by this. 

Barry has been contributing to a 
debate initiated by Mike Macnair’s re¬ 
sponse to the call by Critique for a 
conference to initiate a campaign for a 
Marxist party. The DSA has co-spon¬ 
sored the Critique call. Comrade Mac¬ 
nair, however, has suggested that what 
the initial co-sponsors appeared to be 
really calling for is a new Trotskyist 
party. He has made particular reference 
to Barry’s aiguments in seeking to sus¬ 
tain this suggestion. 

Bany’s views, of course, are not so 
much ‘Trotskyist’ as ‘young Trotsky¬ 
ist’ . He argues that the 23-year-old Trot¬ 
sky, who found himself temporarily 
aligned in 1903 on questions of pro¬ 
gramme and party organisation with 
the Mensheviks, had things mostly 
right, whereas the 40-year-old Trotsky, 
the co-leader of the greatest revolution 
in human history, had things mostly 
wrong and that they got even more 
wrong thereafter. 

Barry’s views have been arrived at 
after a great deal of reading and after a 
very lengthy period of involvement in 
revolutionary socialist politics. He ar¬ 
gues his views well and he is entitled 
to try to win others to them. But they 
are not views held by the DSA. 

The DSA is not calling for a Trotsky¬ 
ist party. We are calling for a democratic 
workers’ party, based upon the funda¬ 
mentals of Marxism. The ‘givens’ in 
terms of principles are that the emanci¬ 
pation of the working class must be the 
task of the working class itself; that the 
working class must organise inde¬ 
pendently of other classes; and that 
the working class’s struggle must be 
international in dimension. In organi¬ 
sational terms, the givens are a unitary 
democratic party, with rights of faction 
guaranteed and with the right of pub¬ 
lic criticism. We will be elaborating 
these principles and organisational 
formulae in the two motions that we are 
submitting to the November confer¬ 
ence 4. The text of these will shortly be 
published on our website. 

I am pleased that the CPGB has 
agreed to co-sponsor the conference. 
I only hope that this positive move is 
not cancelled out by the submission of 
a defensive proposal that the Cam¬ 
paign for a Marxist Party should join 
the CPGB rather than the CPGB join the 
campaign. 1 hope instead that the 
CPGB will display the sort of thinking 
that we saw in December 2001, when it 
proposed a plan for an unofficial pro¬ 
party weekly paper for the Socialist 
Alliance. 

I confidently predict that such a bold 
move would bring former Socialist Al¬ 
liance comrades and many other Marx¬ 
ists flocking to the Campaign for a 
Marxist Party. 

John Pearson 
Stockport 

Future unity 

Since there is and has been a down¬ 
right embarrassing, fragmented spec¬ 
trum of thought and action in left 
politics up to the present day, we have 
to accept that ‘unity’ can only be ap¬ 
proached now (and always, really) in 
terms of a ‘united front’. As the old 
Comintern slogan goes, “March sep¬ 
arately; strike together.” 

Besides this, a united front presag¬ 
es, in fact, a soviet form of government: 


which is really, after all, simply a parlia¬ 
ment of various parties, tendencies and 
factions (all formally and actually op¬ 
posed to bouigeois legality, and so on), 
each no doubt vying furiously for the 
affections of the masses. 

This starts with all of us realising 
that none of us, or our factions, are 
going to become the party or leader 
of the revolution. We are all going to 
have to accept sitting in a proletarian 
parliament of some kind for the fore¬ 
seeable future. 

Komrad Grok 
email 

Parly elite 

Your view on Lenin’s party theory is 
wrong. What is to be done? was writ¬ 
ten on the understanding that the 
working class was incapable of lead¬ 
ing itself, but must be led by a party: 
ie, an apparatus outside the control of 
the working class (‘Origins of Lenin¬ 
ism’, August 31). 

All power to democratic elected 
workers’ and popular councils, not a 
state apparatus or a party elite. 

Bjom-Olav Kvidal 

email 

Quiet thought 

My dear friend Hugh Kerr really is 
shameless with his attack on my (and 
I assume the Weekly Worker's ) sup¬ 
port for John McDonnell’s Labour 
Party leadership campaign (Letters, 
October 5). 

After the debacle within the Scot¬ 
tish Socialist Party I would have 
thought a long period of silent con¬ 
templation would have been in order. 
Apparently not. 

Graham Bash 
email 

Sticking point 

Hugh Kerr asks in his latest snide let¬ 
ter what it would take for Graham Bash 
of Labour Left Briefing to leave the 
Labour Party. 

I might have asked the same of Kerr 
and the SSP, but then I have more im¬ 
portant things to worry about than sec¬ 
tarianism within and between obscure 
left nationalist groups - namely building 
a left in the Labour Party that can help 
John McDonnell’s leadership cam¬ 
paign, but, perhaps more importantly, 
last beyond that and be a force for so¬ 
cialism within Labour for years to come, 
not merely make a lot of noise for a few 
years and get a few MSPs elected. 

It looks as if the SSP won’t even 
have that achievement for much long¬ 
er so I am sticking with Labour, thanks 
very much. 

Mark Gallagher 
East Renfrewshire 

Revolutionary 

I attended the first day of the SSP 
conference and found the atmosphere 
much better than at previous confer¬ 
ences due to the absence of the SWP. 

I disagree with the CPGB’s position 
that the SSP is nationalist and reform¬ 
ist. The presence of a few banners with 
the slogan ‘Make capitalism history’ 
underlines the fact that the SSP is dom¬ 
inated by revolutionaries. It was ar¬ 
gued in the debate on supporting 
independence (in opposition to a res¬ 
olution against the Independence 
Convention and for a British socialist 
party) that as well as a capitalist inde¬ 
pendent Scotland being advanta¬ 
geous in its own right - because the 
one-third of British soldiers from Scot¬ 
land could be withdrawn from Iraq and 
Scotland could be made be nuclear-free 
- it would make it more likely for social¬ 
ism to be implemented (due to the 
Scots generally being more radical) and 
then spread around the world. 

The CPGB’s call for a Marxist party 


is ridiculous in Scotland. The presence 
of two large, broad socialist parties dom¬ 
inated by revolutionaries (the SSP and 
Solidarity) mean that a Marxist party 
could not take off. However, the call for 
it in England and Wales is far more prac¬ 
tical than the Socialist Party-inspired 
Campaign for a New Workers’ Party, 
which is proposing something only 
slightly more socialist than Respect. 
Steve Wallis 
Glasgow 

Israel’s demise 

Pete Manson complains that I don’t 
seem to be very good at “actually read¬ 
ing, let alone understanding,” arguments 
I disagree with, and in particular the fact 
that he “largely agreed with the SWP’s 
Alex Callinicos” (Letters, October 5). 

I apologise if I didn’t spot this large 
measure of agreement in die midst of a 
long article criticising the SWP’s posi¬ 
tion on the Middle East! Unfortunate¬ 
ly I am not a latter-day Kremlinologist. 
Pete’s criticisms of the SWP’s abandon¬ 
ment of secularism in the Middle East 
are ones I largely agree with. Coupled 
with that abandonment of class poli¬ 
tics and a commitment to a democratic, 
secular state in Palestine is the vague 
and generalised nonsense of Alex Cal¬ 
linicos. I’m surprised that Pete Manson 
so readily agrees with it. 

For example, it is arguable whether 
Israel is “one of the greatest military 
powers in the world”, as the recent 
defeat at the hands of Hezbollah dem¬ 
onstrates. Nor is Israel living in a “per¬ 
manent state of insecurity” because of 
Israel’s fear of retribution from those 
they have driven out or otherwise 
abused. This is an updated version of 
the Isaac Deutscher theory that Isra¬ 
el’s behaviour towards the Palestinians 
was akin to a man who jumps from a 
house on fire only to land on an inno¬ 
cent passer-by, breaking his bones. 

Israel is the only settler colonial 
state left in the world. All others have 
either ‘solved’ the ‘problem’ of the in¬ 
digenous population by either exter¬ 
minating them, expelling them or 
reducing them to living on reserva¬ 
tions. Only Israel lives cheek by jowl 
with those they have expelled or oc¬ 
cupied. Its “permanent state of inse¬ 
curity” is to a very large extent 
self-induced as a means of keeping the 
populace in a permanent state of war¬ 
readiness. It would be idle to quote 
Zionist leaders such as Moshe Day¬ 
an to prove this point: it should be 
obvious. 

Callinicos also misses out of the 
equation the nature of the Zionist 
project, which aimed at racial purifica¬ 
tion - ie, a Jewish state - and which to 
this day sees as one of its main goals 
the achievement of the Judaisation of, 
for example, the Galilee and Negev. It 
is this internal colonisation, coupled 
with its external adventures, which 
characterises Zionism as a racist, co¬ 
lonial project which has sought its 
place in the sun as a strategic partner 
of the United States. 

Pete Manson suggests that I delib¬ 
erately introduce red herrings in order 
to divert attention from the main ar¬ 
gument. Why, he asks, should I point 
to the absurdity of British, French, etc 
Jews being a nation when he has never 
argued for such a ridiculous position? 
Comrade Manson should reread his 
article, where he states that “There are 
those who say that there can be no 
self-determination for Israeli Jews be¬ 
cause they are a mere ‘religion’.” 

In fact I know of no-one who argues 
that Israeli Jews are united by religion. 
It is like saying that there can be no 
self-determination for Ulster protes- 
tants for the same reason. It is under¬ 
stood by the revolutionary left that 
protestantism was a badge of politi¬ 
cal supremacy, not the basis for na¬ 
tionhood. Likewise in Israel, where in 
the absence of the Palestinian ques- 


Letters, BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX • Tel: 020 8985 6638 • weeklyworker@cpgb.org.uk • www.cpgb.org.uk 








3 


worker 644 October 12 2006 


tion the various Jewish factions - con¬ 
servative, reform, orthodox, Hasidic, 
Sephardic, etc - would undoubtedly fall 
upon each other. This argument has 
only ever been applied to Jews outside 
Israel and I took it that Pete had mis¬ 
takenly inserted the word ‘Israeli’. In¬ 
deed this is a fundamental plank of 
Zionist ideology and practice that Is¬ 
rael is a state, not of its own citizens, 
but of Jews throughout the world. 

Pete Manson is correct to say that 
the right to self-detennination is “fun¬ 
damentally a demand for equality”. 
That is why it is utterly absurd to talk 
about the self-determination of a set¬ 
tler people - it is like talking of the self- 
detennination of Britain or the United 
States. What does it mean in practice 
other than a cover for the oppression 
of others? No-one would argue for the 
right of the French today to achieve 
self-detennination: it is meaningless, 
when compared to the crimes of French 
imperialism. 

Israeli nationhood is, however, even 
more problematic. At least Britain and 
France had bourgeois revolutions or 
the equivalent. These societies devel¬ 
oped organically, not least through the 
role of imperialism abroad. Israel is 
wholly artificial. Its economy wouldn’t 
last a week without continual support 
and subventions from the United 
States. It is a dollar economy. It is, 
uniquely, the recipient of unilateral 
transmission of money from abroad 
and is the arm of US imperialism with¬ 
out being exploited by it. In the words 
of Richard Nixon, Israel is an unsinka- 
ble aircraft carrier. 

But Marxists also go behind the cur¬ 
tain and ask, what is it that constitutes 
this ‘nationhood’? In Britain we can 
say territory, language, shared culture 
possibly and economy. In Israel the 
primary unifying factor is the oppres¬ 
sion of the other, the dispossession of 
the Palestinians. What constitutes the 
Israeli Jewish ‘nation’ is the quest for 
racial purity. The question that has 
bedevilled Israeli social scientists and 
politicians, since the formation of the 
state is ‘Who is a Jew?’ - because that 
defines belonging to the national enti¬ 
ty. It is as if we were to accept the con¬ 
cept of an Aryan nation. 

What is, however, clear is that a two- 
state solution - partition in other words 
- will simply continue the present car¬ 
nival of reaction on both sides of the 
border. A Palestinian islamic state akin 
to that in Iran - the very opposite of 
what Pete was arguing for - and a Jew¬ 
ish state. It is ironic that Pete rails 
against reactionary islamists and then 
proposes a solution which can only 
strengthen them! There is no other rea¬ 
son for such a border if both Israeli 
Jews and Palestinians live together. Of 
course most Israelis cannot conceive 
of such a situation. Does Pete not re¬ 
member similar expressions of disbelief 
amongst the white supremacists of 
southern Africa? If the conditions are 
right, the Israeli lion and the Palestini¬ 
an lamb will lie down together. 
TonyGreenstein 
Brighton 

Racist solution 

The two-state solution in Palestine is 
totally discredited. A single state in 
which all communities can live togeth¬ 
er - under a constitution that recognis¬ 
es every people’s rights, including their 
right to practise their own religion as 
they see fit - is the only possible way 
forward. In contrast, a two-state solu¬ 
tion would divide peoples according to 
race and would not contribute in any 
way to a resolution of the problems 
that exist within the region. It would 
restrict rights and reinforce divisions. 

The principal theoretical aspect of a 
two-state solution is racism, and in 
that Guy Maddox’s and Peter Man- 
son’s concept is no different to the one 
proposed by Blair and Bush. In reality 
the so-called two-state solution from 
any perspective does not offer the Pal¬ 
estinians anything except continued 


oppression and occupation. 

Manson and Maddox are also 
wrong when they argue that Hezbol¬ 
lah and Hamas represents a reaction¬ 
ary anti-imperialism. If anti-imperialism 
can be reactionary, presumably then 
imperialism can be progressive. 
Perhaps Kautsky was right when he 
argued with Lenin about the pro¬ 
gressive aspects of imperialism, as 
the Europeans struggled to occupy 
despotic Asia and Africa. 

Therefore all that remains for the 
Communist Party is to invite its old 
comrade, Jack Straw, to explain the pro¬ 
gressive imperialist struggle in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and in threatening Iran 
and supporting Israeli friends in their 
aggression against Palestine and Leb¬ 
anon. We can than all return to La¬ 
bour in its new form and stop 
marching up and down the country 
opposing Straw’s war and his racism, 
as expressed by his abuse of muslims 
in his progressive struggle against 
reactionary islam. 

Naeem Malik 
email 

Equals sign 

Peter Manson seems to want to take 
us on a journey of reconciliation be¬ 
tween the Israeli ‘nation’ and the Pal¬ 
estinian one, in his polemical response 
to Tony Greenstein. Through twists 
and turns, Peter brings the reader to a 
large equals sign between Israel and 
Palestine. To do this, Peter has to re¬ 
vise the Leninist understanding of self- 
determination and imperialism. 

The Israeli nation is artificial. That’s 
what one gets with a colonial settler 
state. The Russian state grew out of 
millennia of cultural development in a 
common area, for example; the English 
nation after centuries of Saxon, Norse 
and Norman invasions. The same peo¬ 
ple, interbreeding, class development 
- generally this is how it’s done. 

Israel is totally polyglot, more like the 
residents of Brooklyn than a homoge¬ 
nous nation. Russian is the first and 
almost sole language of one million ‘Is¬ 
raelis’. Of course, they are not Israelis 
at all, despite their citizenship status: 
they are 100% Russian. This is true for 
millions of other Israelis, who are in fact 
members of another nationality, be they 
Russian, Germans, Poles, Moroccans, 
Syrian, Yemenis, Ethiopians, etc. What 
binds them and their children all to¬ 
gether is not language or custom, but 
their settler status. 

Settler status, it seems to comrade 
Peter, is enough to make them a na¬ 
tion. But let’s grant the argument that 
there is such a thing as an Israeli na¬ 
tionality. Peter takes us from this view, 
and then presupposes the equal sta¬ 
tus between ‘Israelis’ and Palestini¬ 
ans, as if there is no difference. That 
the relationship of the Israeli setter 
state as an imperialist outpost that 
came into being by the termination of 
the Palestinian nation through expul¬ 
sions seems not to matter to our egal¬ 
itarian comrade. He accepts this as a 
fait accompli, with a ‘How can we all 
just get along?’ proposal. 

His view is wrong on so many lev¬ 
els, it’s hard to count. First, the com¬ 
munist view on this question does not 
stem only from the Lenin-Stalin view 
that defined the formal understanding 
of nationality and self-determination. 
The post-1920 works, especially that of 
the 2nd Congress of Comintern, make 
it very clear that there is no equals sign 
between oppressed and oppressor 
nationalities. Communists side with the 
oppressed, period. Because the fulfil¬ 
ment of Palestinian nationality requires 
the dismantling of the settler-Israeli 
state, that means a loud ‘yes’ for not 
recognising the ‘rights’ of the Israeli 
settler-state citizens. 

It means that a majority of the peo¬ 
ple of the region who trace their di¬ 
rect ancestry back to the expelled 
Palestinian masses should have the 
final say over any ‘rights’. This com¬ 
munist point of view does not deny 


the rights of any religious or linguis¬ 
tic grouping their ability to function 
within their own ethnic/religious 
sub-grouping as part of an overall 
Palestinian nation. 

David Waiters 
San Francisco 

Blame game 

Guy Maddox claims that Hezbollah 
and Hamas “are precisely the reason 
why the Palestinians have no state: 
they refuse to recognise the right of 
Israel to exist, and pledge to destroy it 
and establish an islamic state” (Let¬ 
ters, October 5). This is an appalling 
example of blaming the oppressed for 
their suffering and is unworthy of a so¬ 
cialist. 

In fact, the roots of the present con¬ 
flict lie in the fact that the Oslo ac¬ 
cords, in which the secular Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation recognised 
Israel’s right to exist on 78% of histor¬ 
ic Palestine, were squandered by Isra¬ 
el’s expansion of settlements and 
continued theft of land in the occupied 
territories. 

Maddox’s notion that Israel can be 
absolved of blame for its occupation 
of Palestinian land and the war crimes 
it committed in Lebanon are enough 
to make any half-decent liberal, let 
alone socialist, wince. 

Simon Hughes 
email 

Migrant trap? 

The October 8 migrant rights confer¬ 
ence, held at Queen Mary’s Universi¬ 
ty in Mile End, London, brought 
together long-term political activists, 
people moved to take action in re¬ 
sponse to contact with individual mi¬ 
grants, refugees with experience of 
detention and the systematic abuse of 
migrants, and people who just want¬ 
ed advice. 

A speaker from the Joint Council for 
the Welfare of Immigrants gave a brief 
overview of recent and proposed 
changes in immigration law and this 
led to a discussion about regularisa- 
tion, with an activist from Close Down 
Campsfield giving a report on the 
Spanish government’s recent migrant 
amnesty. This had resulted in large 
numbers of ‘illegals’ making them¬ 
selves known to the state, but many 
were not subsequently regularised. 

To the extent that there was any 
consensus, it was summed up by those 
who emphasised that we should be 
fighting under the slogan of ‘Regular- 
isation for all’, and that it would be the 
strength, make-up and needs of the 
actual movement which would deter¬ 
mine how much could be practically 
gained at any time. The important 
thing is to help build the movement. 
Jake Lagnado 
West London 

Wrong John 

John Smithee sums up what is wrong 
with the British left (Letters, October 5). 

No, John, a victory for the Con¬ 
servative Party in the next general 
election would not be “the best pos¬ 
sible outcome”. 

Jim Padmore 
email 

Correction 

There was an unfortunate transcrip¬ 
tion en'or in my article, ‘Fight on two 
fronts’ (Weekly Worker September 21). 

It is incorrect to say that military 
personnel “could not vote” in elec¬ 
tions in the first years of the islamic 
regime. Military personnel were not 
barred from voting (which they were 
in the time of the shah) - indeed they 
participated widely. However, if they 
wanted to stand for election or politi¬ 
cal office, they had to resign from the 
military. Many did. 

Mehdi Kia 
email 


ACTION 

London Communist Forum 

Sunday October 8, 5pm: After the Respect conference - Uniting the 
left or chasing the right? Diorama Arts Centre (D2), 3 Euston 
Centre, London NW1 (nearest tube: Warren Street). 

Sheffield Communist Forum 

Call Lee for details: 07958 447815. 

South Wales Communist Forum 

Call Bob for details: 07816480679. 

Respect annual conference 

Saturday/Sunday October 14/15: Friends Meeting House, Euston 
Road, London NW1 (Euston tube). Observers: £10. Tel: 0870 850 
1978; sam@respectcoalition.org; Respect, 9 Club Row, London El. 
Saturday, 3.30pm: Respect rally immediately after conference: 
Islamophobia: causes and consequences. Speakers: George 
Galloway, John Rees, Salma Yaqoob, Oli Rahman, Lindsey German. 

Trade unions and civil rights 

Saturday October 14, 1.30pm: Public meeting, TGWU HQ, 

Transport House, Theobalds Road, London WC1 (nearest tube: 
Holbom). Speakers include Tony Benn, John McDonnell, Liberty, 
Campacc, Charles de Menezes campaign, trade unions. 

Organised by Greater London Association of Trade Councils, 16 
Mansell Road, London W3 7QH; www.glatuc.org.uk. 

Barbed Wire Britain 

Saturday October 14, 10.30am to 4.30pm: Strategy conference - end 
detention of refugees and migrants. Human Rights Action Centre 
(Amnesty International), 17-25 New Inn Yard, London EC2. 
Contributions of £5-£10 requested. 

Organised by Barbed Wire Britain: leonard.baden@which.net. 

Justice for Palestine 

Tuesday October 17, 7.30pm: Public meeting, Friends Meeting 
House, Euston Road, London (Euston tube). 

Organised by Amos Trust and Palestine Solidarity Campaign: 020 
7700 6192; info@palestinecampaign.org. 

Sex workers protest 

Thursday October 19, 6.30 pm: Demonstration, Women’s Library, 
London Metropolitan University, Old Castle Street, London El. 

Protest at exclusion of sex workers and their organisations from 
library’s new programme. 

Organised by International Union of Sex Workers: www.iusw.org. 

Feminist Fightback 

Saturday October 21, 12 noon to 7pm: Activist conference for 
women’s liberation, School of Oriental and African Studies, 

London. Launched by Education Not for Sale Women: 
team@fightback.org. uk. 

For a Trade Union Freedom Bill 

Saturday October 28, 11.30am to 3.30pm: National shop stewards 
conference, open to all trade unionists. Speakers include Bob Crow 
(RMT), Tony Woodley (TGWU), Mark Serwotka (PCSU), Jeremy 
Deal- (NUJ), Dave Proctor (CYWU), Matt Wrack (FBU). 

Organised by RMT. Registration only: j.croy@rmt.org.uk; Unity 
House, 39 Chalton Street, London NW1 1JD. 

Deaths in custody 

Saturday October 28, 1pm: Remembrance procession, for those 
who have died in police custody, prison and psychiatric care. 

Assemble Trafalgar Square for silent procession to Downing Street, 
and vocal march to Parliament Square. Wear black. Banners, but no 
placards. Organised by United Families and Friends Campaign, 89- 
93 Fonthill Road, London N4 3JH; www.uffc.org. 

No top-up fees 

Sunday October 29, 11am: Student demonstration. Assemble 
University of London Union, Malet Street, London WC1 for march 
to Trafalgar Square. Organised by National Union of Students. 

Remembering 1956 

Thursday November 2, 5.30pm: Seminar on Hungarian revolution, 
room 143, Richard Hoggart building, Goldsmiths College, Lewisham 
Way, London SE14. Speakers: Toby Abse, Ian Birchall, Keith Flett, 

Paul Flewers. Organised by Revolutionary History (special issue 
available from Socialist Platform Ltd, BCM Box 7646, London 
WC1N 3XX, £10.95 including p&p), London Socialist Historians 
Group, Goldsmiths history department. 

Campaign for a New Marxist Party 

Saturday November 4, 11am to 5pm: conference, Somerstown 
Community Centre, 150 Ossulston Street, London NW1 (nearest 
tubes: Euston, St Pancras). £5 (£2.50 unwaged) - cheques payable 
to ‘Critique’. Agenda: the need for a new party; internal democracy; 
organisational proposals. Called by Critique. Sponsors so far: New 
Interventions, Democratic Socialist Alliance, CPGB. 

the rotten elements 

October issue now online: Vivian Bolus travels to Scotland to 
investigate Tommy Sheridan in times of trouble; the problem with 
militant esthetix; Poet Duster on tour; the exquisite Anne Ede. 
www. rottenelements .org.uk 

RDG 

To contact the Revolutionary Democratic Group, email 
rdgroup@yahoo.co.uk 

CPGB wills 

Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us. 
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Siding with Murdoch 

As the Scottish Socialist Party held its annual conference over the weekend of October 7-8, the feud between 
Tommy Sheridan and his former comrades spiralled out of control. Nick Rogers reports 


I f Tommy Sheridan, the Socialist 
Worker platform and the Commit¬ 
tee for a Workers’ International 
had remained in the SSP, as they orig¬ 
inally intended, then last weekend 
would have seen the culmination of 
the struggle for control of the party. 
The conference was brought forward 
from the spring of 2007 in order to al¬ 
low new elections to take place for 
every single leadership position. 
Tommy Sheridan had promised to 
“purge” the party of his opponents. 
Blood - quite possibly literally as well 
as metaphorically - would have splat¬ 
tered Glasgow’s Caledonian Univer¬ 
sity. 

Instead 220 delegates and up to 100 
visitors generally witnessed low-key 
debates - against the backdrop of 
another Sunday’s tawdry headlines 
in the News of the World. Squeezing 
the second part of the secret video 
recording made by SSP member 
George McNeilage for every sala¬ 
cious detail, Rupert Murdoch and his 
media empire continued to exact 
vengeance on Tommy Sheridan for 
his £200,000 defamation victory. 

The key strategic task before the 
conference was to decide how to com¬ 
bat the previous month’s split that has 
produced the rival socialist organisa¬ 
tion, Solidarity. Conference was told 
that the SSP had retained 80% of the 
party’s membership and 75% of its 
branches. Yet Tommy Sheridan’s 
high-media profile guarantees that 
any organisation he leads will attract 
attention - even more so after the dra¬ 
ma of the libel case. It is Tommy 
Sheridan, rather than Colin Fox, Ro¬ 
sie Kane or Carolyn Leckie, who is 
scheduled to appear on the BBC’s 
Question time this week. 

The SSP exploited Sheridan’s repu¬ 
tation as a genuine working class hero 
for all it was worth. His picture ap¬ 
peared on every election leaflet; his 
name was added to the party’s on 
every ballot paper - “Scottish Social¬ 
ist Party (Tommy Sheridan, conven¬ 
or)”. Even if Solidarity does not 
eclipse the SSP, the danger remains 
that the two organisations will fight 
each other to a standstill in next May’s 
Scottish parliamentary and local elec¬ 
tions. 

The very first motion on the agen¬ 
da paper discussed how the SSP 
should move forward. “Principled 
unity” is to be the watchword. The 
rallying cry - “... we are confident that 
our unblemished principles, our unri¬ 
valled track record, our fighting social¬ 
ist policies and our dedicated, 
genuine socialist membership will re¬ 
build the strength of the SSP around 
those founding principles”. Yet the 
actions of George McNeilage and the 
response of the SSP leadership call the 
party’s “unblemished principles” into 
question, to put it mildly. 

Last week’s Weekly Worker front 
page calling for the expulsion of Mc¬ 
Neilage met with a cool response from 
most conference delegates. Despite a 
degree of disquiet at his methods, 
there was evidently widespread sym¬ 
pathy for McNeilage, who has been a 
stalwart of Militant, Scottish Militant 
Labour and the SSP for over 20 years 
- not to mention a friend of Tommy 
Sheridan since boyhood. And there 
was outright opposition to any call to 
discipline McNeilage - or “hang him 
out to dry”, to use a phrase used at 
the conference. Alan McCombes saw 


Colin Fox: collaborator? 

no fundamental difference between 
the release of the videotape and mak¬ 
ing public the minutes of the Novem¬ 
ber 9 2004 executive meeting. 

George McNeilage has behaved 
disgracefully not only by secretly re¬ 
cording another socialist, but by hand¬ 
ing it over to that socialist’s very 
worse enemy for a cash payment - the 
amount being quoted is £20,000. 

Collaboration 

What many SSP comrades fail to ap¬ 
preciate is that the party itself is edg¬ 
ing perilously close to crossing the 
line of collaboration with Murdoch 
and the state in order to politically 
defeat other socialists. In the week 
between the first News of the World 
revelations and conference a number 
of leadership figures have confirmed 
their belief that the tape is true. A state¬ 
ment from Frances Curran is carried on 
the home page of the SSP’s website. 
Alan McCombes appeared on TV to 
say that he was convinced that the 
tape was genuine. Even Colin Fox’s 
statement seeking to distance the SSP 
from the production and sale of the 
tape goes on to say that “the tape is 
clearly authentic and blows apart 
Tommy’s preposterous allegations 
against his old party comrades”. 

Whether or not anyone else in the 
SSP knew of the existence of the tape 
before it appeared in the NOTW, the 
leadership is in effect making full use 
of that tape in their battle with Tom¬ 
my Sheridan and Solidarity. 

Let us consider what is at stake. We 
are not talking merely of which social¬ 
ist organisation emerges triumphant 
next May, but whether socialists go 
to prison. The police are now con¬ 
ducting a perjury investigation, a 
charge that carries an unlimited pris¬ 
on sentence in Scotland. Tommy 
Sheridan and the four executive mem¬ 
bers who denied he admitted visiting 
Cupids face the prospect of long pris¬ 
on terms. 

There is no doubt that the SSP and 


its political leadership have been sore¬ 
ly tested over the last two years. In the 
face of the original allegations by the 
NOTW about an affair with Fiona 
McGuire and visits to sex clubs, Tom¬ 
my Sheridan rejected the demands of 
the SSP executive. The executive gave 
Sheridan the choice of either insisting 
that his private life remain private or 
making a public statement setting out 
the facts. The SSP executive was cor¬ 
rect to try and dissuade Sheridan from 
pursuing a libel case based on con¬ 
testing such allegations and to force 
him to resign as convenor when he 
ignored them - actions that were sub¬ 
sequently endorsed by the SSP na¬ 
tional council. 

And the executive was absolute¬ 
ly correct to take minutes that ex¬ 
plained the rationale for sacking 
their most prominent leader. Without 
such a record how could the execu¬ 
tive be held to account by the rest 
of the party? 

Sheridan’s behaviour in Novem¬ 
ber 2004 broke the lines of account¬ 
ability a socialist leader must 
maintain with his party. As his day 
in court approached a few months 
ago, the steps Sheridan took to es¬ 
tablish his libel action on a solid 
footing placed his own personal rep¬ 
utation over the survival of the SSP. 
His May 28 open letter (issued to the 
media even as the explosive nation¬ 
al council was in session) declared 
war on the leadership of the SSP. In 
court during June and into July he 
alleged that executive members (and 
former sexual partners) were con¬ 
spiring to manufacture evidence 
against him as part of a political ven¬ 
detta. And after persuading seven 
of the 11 jurors to back him, he took 
£20,000 from the Daily Record to 
label his former comrades “scabs”. 

The bitterness of the individuals 
who have had their reputations and 
their personal lives (including sexual 
histories) publicly trashed in this way 
is perfectly understandable. As is the 


need to defend the integrity of the 
decision that the executive took in 
November 2004. 

But the SSP collectively had to 
pick a very careful course in their 
reaction to the outcome of the court 
case. The minutes of the November 
9 2004 executive had been released 
to the court (after Alan McCombes 
imprisonment for refusing the reveal 
their location). Executive members 
had explained their perspective on 
events to the jury. When the case 
ended it was correct to make the 
minutes public. I have argued that 
they should have been released at 
the time of the executive’s decision 
a year and a half previously. In fail¬ 
ing to do this the executive itself ef¬ 
fectively began the process of 
hiding the truth about the resigna¬ 
tion of Tommy Sheridan. It was also 
legitimate to set out a narrative 
about what happened in the weeks 
leading up to November 9 2004 and 
in the months that followed. Evi¬ 
dence that had already substantial¬ 
ly appeared in court. Alan 
McCombes did this in the SSP mem¬ 
bers’ bulletin. 

What was illegitimate was the 
launching of a public crusade to try 
and overturn the result of 


Political fight 

Whatever the internal dynamics of the 
jury room, once the jury had reached 
its decision it was not the business of 
the SSP to try and unpick it. A sober 
reiteration of the facts surrounding 
Tommy Sheridan’s resignation was 
sufficient. The SSP could have pub¬ 
licly welcomed the result on the basis 
that a despicable newspaper had re¬ 
ceived a drubbing - even while decry¬ 
ing Sheridan’s behaviour. 

A struggle for control of the SSP 
was inevitable, but this should have 
been conducted unremittingly on a 
political basis. The struggle against 
the personality politics and opportun¬ 
ism of Solidarity should be similarly 
political. For that matter, wherever 
possible, the SSP should seek coop¬ 
eration around campaigns and elec¬ 
toral pacts with Solidarity. Having 
raised Tommy Sheridan to prominence 
in Scottish politics, the SSP must 
avoid the trap of turning the political 
and personal destruction of their 
former leader into their foremost pre¬ 
occupation. 

The SSP leadership should have 
been advising all individuals caught 
up in the libel action on how to re¬ 
spond to the provocations and pres¬ 



Mary McGregor: “the ends do not justify the means” 


Sheridan’s libel action, or to coop¬ 
erate in any way with a perjury in¬ 
vestigation. Socialists do not 
support the right of the News of the 
World and the rest of the tabloid 
press to expose the personal lives 
of any individual - famous or other¬ 
wise. A cursory examination of the 
naked women and sexual sleaze fill¬ 
ing the pages of last Sunday’s 
NOTW should be enough to con¬ 
vince anyone of the paper’s rank hy¬ 
pocrisy on all questions of sexual 
morality. 

The jurors who voted to award 
Tommy Sheridan £200,000 in damag¬ 
es did not necessarily believe every 
word of the story he spun in court. 
Whatever the instructions of judges, 
jurors apply their own moral compass¬ 
es to the decisions they reach. 
Sheridan’s decision to represent him¬ 
self was a masterstroke. Exposed to his 
undoubted charisma and the portray¬ 
al of himself as a working class David 
battling the Goliath of News Interna¬ 
tional, who would not have wanted to 
deliver a black eye to Murdoch? 


sures they faced. Rosie Kane should 
not have “demanded” a perjury in¬ 
vestigation in her newspaper column 
immediately after the close of the libel 
action. Minutes secretary Barbara 
Scott should not have handed over to 
the police the notes that formed the 
basis of the disputed minutes. And 
Katrine Trolle should have been 
strongly advised against agreeing on 
the first morning of conference to an 
interview with the News of the World. 
However raw she feels about the ap¬ 
palling grilling she received at the 
hands of Sheridan in the courtroom, 
the personal attack on Gail Sheridan 
quoted in the next day’s newspaper 
is unedifying. And no SSP member 
should be declaring: “I would be de¬ 
lighted to see Tommy go to prison ... I 
want to see him and his witnesses 
publicly humiliated because of what I 
and 17 other people have gone 
through.” 

Some in the SSP claim that they were 
just as much a target of the perjury 
investigation as Tommy Sheridan and 
his allies and so have been driven to 
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Allan McCoombes and Keith Baldasarra: what did they know? 


defend themselves. But the response 
of the SSP, far from welcoming die in¬ 
vestigation, should have been to tell 
the public prosecutor and police to 
stay out of the SSP’s internal civil war. 

SSP comrades should have taken all 
possible steps to block the progress 
of the investigation. Instead, the very 
clear suspicion is raised that many in 
the SSP are looking to the police and 
peijury charges and News Internation¬ 
al’s appeal against the libel decision 
to vindicate their - unquestionably ac¬ 
curate - version of events. And, what 
is more, to destroy Tommy Sheridan 
as a viable political force. Colin Fox in 
his statement just about says as 
much: “We believe that events are 
now rapidly approaching a conclu¬ 
sion that will have seriously damag¬ 
ing consequences for Tommy 
Sheridan and his breakaway political 
organisation, Solidarity, founded on 
the basis of a lie and fraud ... With a 
perjury investigation now underway, 
we are confident that the good name 
of the SSP will be restored 100%.” 

Despite their huge significance 
for the kind of party the SSP is to be¬ 
come, these issues were barely dis¬ 
cussed on the floor of the 
conference. Moving a motion call¬ 
ing for greater discipline in dealing 
with the state and the media, Mary 
McGregor referred to the videotape 
as the “elephant in the room”. She 
reported that some were saying, “all 
is fair in love and war”. Mary retort¬ 
ed that, on the contrary, “the ends 
do not justify the means”. Socialist 
morality demanded that the video¬ 
tape should be condemned. Its ex¬ 
istence put at risk the SSP as a 
principled party. 

On Sunday an attempt initiated by 
Workers Unity comrades to debate an 
emergency motion condemning the 


videotape was blocked by the confer¬ 
ence arrangements committee on the 
strange grounds that a story appear¬ 
ing that same day was not a genuine 
emergency. A vote against that inter¬ 
pretation won 25% of the conference, 
but the 75% of delegates backing the 
CAC ensured that no discussion was 
to be had on the story gripping Scot¬ 
land. 

Earlier on the Saturday, in an echo 
of the furore that would have gripped 
the conference if Sheridan had sought 
to seize control of the party, rather 
than quitting, Scottish RMT presi¬ 
dent John Milligan condemned the 
ineptitude of the SSP leadership and 
the behaviour of the United Left. He 
congratulated Tommy Sheridan on 
winning the court case and an¬ 
nounced that the RMT in Scotland 
was consulting its membership about 
whether to remain affiliated to the par¬ 
ty. In the meantime, the RMT with¬ 
drew its motions from the agenda 
(conference voted to debate them 
anyway) and limited its participation 
in the conference to a minimum. 

Structural fix 

A large number of motions dealt with 
the attempts of the SSP to learn the 
lessons of the unrolling crisis of the 
last two years. These broadly reflect¬ 
ed the priorities set out by the United 
Left platform: participative education, 
a broadening of democracy (including 
term limits, an extension of policy net¬ 
works, the abolition of the position of 
convenor), and making feminist aspi¬ 
rations a central concern. Many of the 
motions that involved changes to the 
structure of the party were remitted so 
that a commission to examine the con¬ 
stitution can take place after the May 
elections. 

It is four years since there was pre¬ 


viously a review of the SSP’s consti¬ 
tutional arrangements. However, the 
problems that have afflicted the party 
since have less to do with structures 
that were established and much more 
to do with a failure to encourage a 
culture of accountability and the full 
participation of all members. 

For instance, a parliamentary com¬ 
mittee working in liaison with the ex¬ 
ecutive was supposed to supervise 
the work of the party’s MSPs. Yet it 
has met extremely infrequently, mak¬ 
ing it impossible to carry out the tasks 
that were envisaged for it. Other com¬ 
mittees have virtually never met. 

Regional organisers have assumed 
powers close to autonomy from the 
rest of the party. Hence the ability of 
those associated with Tommy 
Sheridan to take most of their region¬ 
al organisation with them into the new 
party. Some have blocked the annual 
elections by members of their regions 
to which they were supposed to sub¬ 
mit themselves. 

Provisions already exist for mem¬ 
bers to form networks. Few have been 
established. 

Will participative structures provide 
part of the answer in encouraging 
more members to become active? The 
idea seems to be to run meetings with 
breakout sessions and role-play to 
encourage everyone to take part. 
Most workplace training courses 
adopt similar techniques. This may 
well be a way to give new members 
(and some old members) the skills and 
confidence to participate more fully in 
the party. It may even facilitate think¬ 
ing about issues in new ways. 

Ultimately, however, policies need 
to be debated and majority decisions 
reached. The hard work of tussling 
with theoretical issues has to be done 
if the party’s ideology is not just to be 
the property of a small leadership elite. 
There can be no substitute in the life 
of a vibrant party for the sharp clash 
of ideas. 

The United Left statement to confer¬ 
ence seems to positively welcome the 
Solidarity split: “We believe the main 
individuals and platforms opposed to 
the UL’s cardinal principles have now 
left the party.” The view that the SSP 
is better off without organised plat¬ 
forms presenting a variety of political 
perspectives speaks of a certain con¬ 
tempt for the pluralism that is neces¬ 
sary to take forward the socialist project 
after the disasters of the 20th century. 

In the absence of the SWP and CWI 
there is a clear danger that the SSP will 
sink into a culture of dull conformity 
where it is more difficult than ever to 
challenge the direction of the leader¬ 
ship. The failure to properly discuss 
the McNeilage tape and all its impli¬ 
cations points to very tight limits on 
the kind of debate the leadership and 
the United Left is seeking to encour¬ 
age • 


Independence pillar 


Victims 


A motion calling for the SSP to “unreservedly” sup¬ 
port “an independent Scotland, regardless of 
whether the Scottish people choose to elect a social¬ 
ist government or not” and to “take every opportunity 
to press the independence agenda” in the run-up to 
next year’s Scottish parliamentary elections was over¬ 
whelmingly supported by conference. A Workers Uni¬ 
ty-inspired motion opposing the SSP’s support for the 
Independence Convention and calling for it to “take a 
leading role in initiatives to form a British socialist 
party” was debated, but fell by default when the pro¬ 
independence motion carried. 

Independence therefore remains one of the “pil¬ 
lars” of SSP strategy and policy. How far will the SSP 
be prepared to go to encourage a vote for the SNP in 
first-part-the-post seats the party is not contesting? 
And what would it be prepared to offer to sustain a 
minority SNP administration? These vital questions 
were not debated • 


C onference debated policy on 
prostitution on Saturday 
morning, passing a motion that 
committed the SSP to “support 
only legislation designed to erad¬ 
icate prostitution”. Specifically, 
the party is to campaign for “crim¬ 
inalising the purchase of sex” 
rather than the prostitute - a po¬ 
sition “informed by the Swedish 
model”. 

The potentially reactionary im¬ 
plications of this stance were con¬ 
firmed when Catriona Grant 
successfully opposed an amend¬ 
ment that called for the organisa¬ 
tion of prostitutes into trade 
unions. Catriona argued that pros¬ 
titutes were victims of abuse rath¬ 
er than workers • 


Communist 
Party books 



■ Which road? 

The programmes of ‘official communism’ were designed to serve those in the 
workers’ movement who had no interest in revolution, those who preferred 
compromise with capitalism rather than its destruction. 

Jack Conrad also deals with the refonnist programme of Peter Taaffe’s group and 
lays the groundwork necessary for drafting a revolutionary programme. 

£6.95/*11 

■ From October to August 

Articles by Jack Conrad, charting the rise and demise of the USSR from Stalin’s 
monocratic dictatorship to the twists and turns of Gorbachev’s perestroika and 
Yeltsin’s counter-coup. Throughout the stress is on the necessity of democracy. 

£6.95/*11 

■ In the enemy camp 

Examines the theory and practice of communist electoral work. Particular at¬ 
tention is paid to the Bolsheviks’ anti-boycottism and their strategy for revo¬ 
lution. Vital for principled activists. 

£4.95/ *7.50 

■ Problems of communist organisation 

What is the correct balance between democracy and centralism? Jack Conrad 
explores this thorny issue and shows that unity in action is only sustainable 
when minorities have the right to organise and become the majority. 

£4.95/*7.50 

■ A plan for miners 

The Communist Party’s ‘anti-submission’ to the Tory government’s 1992 coal 
review. The case is made for working class self-activity and socialism. Arthur 
Scargill famously disowned it. 

£1.00/*1.50 

■ Remaking Europe 

Jack Conrad argues that the working class can and must establish a fully artic¬ 
ulated programme with a view to winning our own, social, Europe. A Europe 
stamped by the working class, which is ready for its domination and rapid 
emancipatory extension. 


£5.00/*7.50 


Buy all 6 books for £20/*30 and save £9.80/ *16 
Delivery free within the United Kingdom 
Please send me a copy of: 


Which road? □ 

From October to August □ 

In the enemy camp □ 

Problems of communist organisation □ 

A plan for miners □ 

Remaking Europe □ 


I enclose a cheque, payable to CPGB, for £/e. 


Name. 


Address. 


Email_ 

Please return to CPGB address 
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Don’t talk about George! 


Workers Unity platform members attempted to get an emergency motion on the McNeilage scandal debated at 
the Scottish Socialist Party conference, but it was mled out of order. Sandy McBurney spoke to Peter Manson 


O ur motion read: “This confer¬ 
ence condemns the action of 
George McNeilage in making 
and selling the ‘Tommy Sheridan vid¬ 
eo tape’ to the News of the World. We 
believe his actions are incompatible 
with socialist principle.” 

At first we were told by the con¬ 
ference arrangement committee that 
platforms could not put forward 
emergency motions and we would 
have to get 10 signatures instead. We 
did this by approaching other dele¬ 
gates on the Sunday. It was then re¬ 
jected on the grounds that it was not 
really an emergency motion, as it 
could have gone to a branch meet¬ 
ing the previous week. 

According to a CAC member, “If 
we allowed this kind of motion to 
go forward, conference would be 
an absolute nightmare and we’d 
never get anything done.” In any 
case, I was told, the matter should 
have been raised on the Saturday 
morning, when a slot had been al¬ 
located to deal with issues around 
Tommy Sheridan and the split. 
Thirdly, a motion to conference was 
not “the correct way” to deal with 
such matters. One comrade told me 
to write instead to the Glasgow re¬ 
gional committee stating my com¬ 
plaint, with a copy sent to new 
national secretary Pam Currie. 

In other words, they were saying 
that our main purpose was to disci¬ 
pline McNeilage and this was not a 
matter for conference. What non¬ 
sense. We were calling on confer¬ 
ence to take a political position and 
distance ourselves from certain ac¬ 
tions. The motion did not even men¬ 
tion disciplinary action In any case 
the real villain of the piece is not 
McNeilage, but the leadership. 

Another argument was that it was 
not an emergency motion because 
the situation was a week old. This is 
ridiculous, because the whole pur¬ 
pose of emergency motions is to al¬ 
low conference to debate questions 
that arise at any time after the clos¬ 
ing date for ordinary motions. In fact, 
McNeilage featured again in the 
News of the World the very morning 
we attempted to have the question 
debated, and it had become even 
more obvious that SSP members were 
cooperating with the paper in an at¬ 
tempt to get Sheridan jailed. 

While delegates were talking about 
virtually nothing else amongst them¬ 
selves, conference itself was prevent¬ 
ed from discussing the question. 
Meanwhile, McNeilage himself stayed 
away - he was being interviewed on TV, 
defending his actions before thou¬ 
sands of viewers. 

When I persisted with my objec¬ 
tion to the ruling on the emergency 
motion, Allan Green read it out to 
conference and called for a vote on 
whether I should be allowed to 
speak, stating my reasons for want¬ 
ing it discussed. Only about 25% 
voted to hear me and so the motion 
was not taken. It is disgusting that 
there was no revolt by the rank and 
file against this disgraceful breach 
of socialist principle. 

Afterwards former press officer 
Eddie Truman complained bitterly 
that I had been trying to get the mat¬ 
ter discussed even though the press 
were “watching every fucking thing” 
we were doing. He said this would 
allow them to portray the SSP as di¬ 
vided and as a result Sheridan and co 


would be “laughing and slapping 
each other’s backs”. 

Republican Communist Network 
member Mary McGregor did refer to 
the McNeilage affair in her contribu¬ 
tion on the Saturday during the de¬ 
bate around motions on Sheridan and 
the split, but the RCN comrades we 
approached refused to back the call 


The fact that the 
leadership was 
determined not 
to allow any 
discussion of 
the McNeilage 
question only 
adds to my 
conviction that 
some of them 
knew about the 
tape 

for an emergency debate (while stat¬ 
ing they were against what George 
has done). One RCN member said af¬ 
terwards she had been unwilling to 
condemn McNeilage, as she had yet 
to hear his side of the story, apart 
from what he had told the NOTW - as 
if that were not clear enough. 

The debate on the Sheridan case 
was cut right down to about an hour 
and a half through compositing and 
the late start. The only really critical 
speech came from the RMT’s John 
Milligan, who told us the union is 
now reconsidering its position on af¬ 
filiation to the SSP. He walked out of 
the conference straight after, even 
though there was a motion on rail re¬ 
nationalisation due to be taken. It 
looks to me that the RMT will now 
withdraw its funding. 

The fact that the leadership was 
determined not to allow any discus¬ 
sion of the McNeilage question only 


adds to my conviction that some of 
them knew about the tape. I find it 
incredible that McNeilage would not 
have told someone about it - after 
the May national council meeting, 
for example, when everyone was so 
angry at Sheridan. Why would he 
keep it secret? He has said it was 
made at the instigation of SSP mem¬ 
bers in Pollok. Did any of the Pollok 
members, such as Keith Baldassara 

- a leading figure nationally and a lo¬ 
cal councillor - know about it or ac¬ 
tually view it? 

Surely when Sheridan started say¬ 
ing people were lying about his con¬ 
fession at the November 2004 EC 
McNeilage would have told someone 

- ‘Hey, I have him on tape saying he 
admitted it!’ Surely before he went to 
the NOTW he must have consulted 
with someone first? Has no-one from 
the leadership discussed the tapes 
with him in the last few weeks? What 
advice did they give? 

When SSP executive members were 
being cited to appear in court, surely 
then McNeilage must have thought 
of revealing the tape’s existence? 
You would think, if he had done that, 
someone would have approached 
Sheridan and told him, ‘You cannot 
say that. We’ve got you on tape say¬ 
ing the opposite.’ When confronted 
with this evidence, surely Sheridan 
would have had the sense not to pur¬ 
sue the case? 

A leading member has stated: “Ex¬ 
pel George? Give him a bloody medal, 
I say.” If those around the leadership 
think McNeilage deserves a medal for 
what he has done, why are they so 
bashful about the facts? Why the 
secrecy over who knew or how much 
money was exchanged? 

I have no time for people who make 
and sell secretly recorded tapes of 
their comrades to the press for finan¬ 
cial gain and seek to send other mem¬ 
bers of the left to jail. The whole thing 
stinks and such behaviour, if it be¬ 
came acceptable, would sink the so¬ 
cialist left for ever. 

Solidarity is a rival left party. I will 
not support any attempts to use the 
state to attack its members or its ex¬ 
istence. I will not collaborate with our 


Pieces of silver 


Television viewers in Scotland were treated to a 
grotesque spectacle last Sunday when Tommy Sheridan 
and George McNeilage went head to head on STV’s 
Scotland today. We reproduce part of their exchange 
on payments received from the bourgeois press 


Sheridan: How much did you get, 
George? 

McNeilage: Tommy sold his story... 
Sheridan: How much did you get, 
George? 

McNeilage: Sorry, hold on, Tam. 
Sheridan: £20,000. 

McNeilage: I’ll tell you what: I’m 
going to tell you what I got the 
minute you put your hand up and 
admit to the whole of Scotland that 
you have been a liar .... The rea¬ 
son why the tape eventually came 
out, because Tommy just never 
took his money and got off. He 


wanted to come out on the Daily 
Record on the Monday, selling an 
exclusive story to a pro-Labour, 
pro-war rag .... 

Sheridan: ... That’s the difference, 
you see. I haven’t hidden that. My 
wife Gail received a cheque for 
£20,000 from the Daily Record and 
Sunday Mail ... Mr McNeilage has 
hidden the fact that he’s received 
£20,000 from {he News of the World, 
the very people who called the min¬ 
ers “scum”, the very people who 
called the firefighters “Saddam’s 
stooges” ... • 


George McNeilage: collaborating with class enemy 


class enemies in News International 
and in the bourgeois media in any at¬ 
tacks on members of Solidarity. 

I am loyal to socialism and hate the 
NOTW and all it stands for. But I am 
not loyal to scabs or traitors. I hate 
capitalism, not the oaf, Tommy 
Sheridan. I am opposed to any at¬ 
tempt to get members of Solidarity 
jailed - that crosses class lines. It 
does not surprise me that many in the 
SSP cannot understand what I mean 
by that, given the way the party has 
developed. 

Many members seem a bit punch- 
drunk from the last few months. Their 
hatred of Tommy Sheridan is blind¬ 
ing them to the real enemy. Many are 
demoralised and the leadership is 
giving them the wrong answers on 
the way forward. 

The whole conference was a con¬ 
trolled show. The United Left faction 
have no political basis for existence 
other than opposition to Sheridan 
(and some amorphous talk about 
grassroots democracy and feminism). 
And, since Tommy has now gone, it 
was all shadow-boxing. 

Nationalism 

There was nothing concrete on the 
way forward for the working class 
- other than supporting the Scot¬ 
tish National Party-led ‘fight’ for a 
capitalist Scotland, that is. A mo¬ 
tion proposed by the ‘Pro-Inde¬ 
pendence Platform (Temporary)’ 
was passed in favour of capitalist 
independence. It got about 100 
votes, with just 15 against. 

As a result, our motion on a Brit¬ 
ish-wide socialist party fell, but I 
would estimate we would have only 
got around eight votes. The RCN 
warned about the “dangers” of na¬ 
tionalism they saw in the Pro-Inde¬ 
pendence platform motion and voted 
against it, but would have voted 
against ours too. Apparently calling 
for a common workers’ party across 
Scotland, England and Wales is a 


sign of British nationalism. 

Colin Fox stressed his own na¬ 
tionalist credentials. In his speech 
he reported how he had assured 
Murray Ritchie, former political ed¬ 
itor of the Herald and head of the 
Independence Convention, that the 
SSP would be out selling independ¬ 
ence on the working class estates 
and housing schemes. 

But the debate did not even go be¬ 
yond this kind of crude, ‘we support 
independence’ line. There was no 
serious talk of tactics, even from a 
left nationalist perspective. For ex¬ 
ample, do you call for an SNP vote 
where the SSP is not standing or in 
the second ballot? 

And the leadership made sure that 
the Scottish Republican Socialist 
Movement’s motion, calling on inde¬ 
pendence to be entrenched in the 
SSP constitution, was not taken. We 
were getting through the motions 
very quickly on the Sunday and it was 
becoming apparent that we would 
complete the agenda - the SRSM’s 
was the very last motion. 

However, when it was the turn of 
the SRSM’s Donald Anderson to 
speak, the platform decided to call the 
“international guest”, Alan Thomett 
from Respect, to the microphone. 
Comrade Thomett said he was sur¬ 
prised to find himself on his feet, as 
he did not know he was going to be 
asked to speak. 

The leadership was clearly worried 
that the SRSM motion might pass. 
Even though they agree with the sen¬ 
timent, they want to maintain the no¬ 
tion that the SSP is a broad party, 
open to all socialists. No wonder An¬ 
derson was talking about leaving af¬ 
ter this treatment - although there are 
only four or five SRSM people still 
in the SSP. 

Judging by the turnout at confer¬ 
ence - there were about 250 members 
present - I would say that between 
30% and 40% have left the SSP for 
Solidarity • 
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The call for a party 


Hillel Ticktin, editor of Critique, explains 
the thinking behind the November 4 
conference to establish a Campaign for a 
New Marxist Party 


M ike Macnair has produced a 
series of helpful articles on 
the call for a Marxist party 
and in the course of his argument has 
made clear both where the CPGB 
stands programmatically on the issue 
and what he thinks is required for such 
a call. 

What the call is not 

I would first like to make clear what our 
call for a Marxist party is not: 

1. It is not a call to found a Marxist 
party today or tomorrow. That is clear¬ 
ly impossible. 

Like many others we would like to 
see a genuine party - as opposed to a 
groupuscule or sect - with roots in the 
class, and that cannot be built quick¬ 
ly. Rather we are calling for the found¬ 
ing of a loose agglomeration of 
interested people and groupings who 
will exchange ideas and means of op¬ 
eration towards that goal. 

2. It is not a call to found a party with 
a programme based on the transition¬ 
al programme. Indeed no programme 
has been mentioned because we con¬ 
sider that the programme will emerge 
from the process of formation of such 
a party, however long it takes. 

3. No exclusions of Marxists is pro¬ 
posed other than the opposition to 
the inclusion of Stalinists. The refus¬ 
al to have Stalinists does not mean that 
individuals who agree with the limit¬ 
ed founding principles cannot enter, 
but it does mean that no Stalinist fac¬ 
tion will be tolerated and anti-Stalin- 
ism will be part of those founding 
principles. Such a ban is implicit in 
Mike’s statement that socialism in one 
country is not Marxist. Insofar as Sta¬ 
linists have a principle, that is their 
major statement and hence they are 
not Marxist, according to Mike. I 
agree. 

Founding principles 

The ending of the Soviet Union and 
the emergence of China as a semi¬ 
capitalist power has destroyed Sta¬ 
linist power and appeal, but it has not 
entirely removed it as a destructive 
incubus on the socialist movement. 
No sane person can support a party 
which eulogises or plays down the 
mass slaughter, incarceration and at¬ 
omisation of the people of the Sovi¬ 
et Union, let alone its patent 
economic failure. It remains the case 
today that many people regard so¬ 
cialism as necessarily undemocratic 
and inefficient, largely based on their 
view of the USSR. No party which 
claims to be democratic will even be 
taken as such if it does not openly 
and frequently condemn the USSR 
under Stalin, and China under Mao¬ 
ism, etc. 

There is room for differing views of 
the nature of the USSR and why it took 
the course that it did. In principle, 
there is no reason why Bordigists, 
council communists, anti-Leninists, 
etc could not take part, in addition to 
the traditional far left. The only extra 
principle here is that all sides accept 
the legitimacy of everyone’s views. 
There is no point in having one party 
in which the multitude of factions so 
hate each other that the party is para¬ 
lysed. Mike Macnair argues strongly 
for a broad Marxist party to include 


Kautskyans, for instance, which is fair 
enough, but the idea itself is untest¬ 
ed and it is unclear whether such a 
party could actually function and we 
would have to proceed step by step 
to see whether it would work. 

The fact is that the only substantial 
section of the left which was neither 
ossified nor Stalinist was Trotskyist 
in one or other of the three senses 
produced by Mike Macnair. There 
may today be as many interpretations 
of Trotskyism as there are theorists, 
but that is no condemnation. 

The essential doctrine associated 
with Trotsky - as opposed to other left 
currents which accepted the impossi¬ 
bility of socialism in one country - lay 
in the argument that the Bolsheviks 
were correct to take power in 1917 but 
that the failure of the world revolution 
left the Soviet working class strand¬ 
ed and a new social grouping took 
power in the Soviet Union. That new 
grouping then appropriated the sur¬ 
plus product in their own interest. 
There was a counterrevolution. That 
established the foundations of a the¬ 
ory of Stalinism, even if there are many 
varieties. 

The importance of that paragraph 
lies in the question of the formulation 
of the founding principles of such a 
call. Mike is right to include the three 
aspects of working class control, de¬ 
mocracy and internationalism, but the 
slogans are so broad that Tony Blair 
could sign up to them under the slo¬ 
gans of popular democracy and glo¬ 
balisation. True, Blair means 
something entirely different and 
Mike’s principles lead to socialism, 
but they are open to misinterpretation 
and quite easily to a two-stage pro¬ 
gramme. Mike seems to rubbish a pro¬ 
gramme based on the single stage as 
Trotskyist. 

Against the market and 
for socialism 

It is not enough to talk of democracy, 
even though it is an absolute found¬ 
ing principle both for the new society 
and for the party. The fact is that any 
constitution can be subverted, as the 
USSR was subverted. We have to be 
clear that we stand clearly against the 
market and for a socialist society in 
which production is socialised and 
planned. No genuine socialist takes 
any other view in any case and there 
is no reason to keep our views secret. 

We must stand clearly for a one- 
stage change to socialism not two or 
more stages in which we first get de¬ 
mocracy and then socialism. That is a 
theoretical nonsense and implies that 
people will not understand a socialist 
programme. Worse still, it might lead 
to a dead end in which there are for¬ 
mal democratic institutions behind 
which the market rules. 

There is a clear divergence between 
those who consider that the USSR 
changed because of the lack of democ¬ 
racy and those who argue that it was 
transformed because a new social 
group took power and they probably 
would have taken power whatever the 
constitutional provisions, given the 
impossibility of socialism in one coun¬ 
try. The same would apply to any new 
‘socialist’ country that was isolated. 


It may be that democracy would slow 
down the takeover sufficiently to al¬ 
low the world revolution to catch up 
and that is a powerful argument, but 
it remains true that democracy is not 
enough of a slogan. Indeed democra¬ 
cy, in the loose sense of the term in 
which there is full control from below, 
can only come into existence if the 
working class is in power. 

Mike’s viewpoint appears to be 
one in which he gives particular cre¬ 
dence to the category of bureauc¬ 
ratism. For him it is the reason for the 
degeneration of the German social 
democracy, the USSR and modern 
parties. In my view he is putting to¬ 
gether apples and dogs as one cate¬ 
gory. There is no question that the 
SPD degenerated over time and one, 
but only one, of the symptoms was 
the increasing control of the bu¬ 
reaucracy in the party and the trade 
unions. Lenin was right when he ar¬ 
gued that imperialism played a criti¬ 
cal role in this respect. He argued 
that a new aristocracy of labour was 
responsible for the conservatism in 
the trade unions and the SPD. 

Whether we agree with the exact 
location of the material reasons for the 
decline of Marxism in the SPD is irrel¬ 
evant: the point is that bureaucratism 
resulted. In other words, the leader¬ 
ship tried to avoid democratic fonns 
because they were afraid of the con¬ 
sequences. In the USSR, as I argued 
above, it was the rise of a new social 
group which took over the adminis¬ 
tration and so became a new ruling 
elite. 

Mike’s rejection of the history of 
the Comintern before Stalinism falls 
foul of the same problem. The failure 
of the revolution in the west was not 
due to the Comintern in itself, but due 
to a combination of accidental and 
necessary causes. Lenin’s solution 
of imposing the 21 points, and so in¬ 
ternational discipline, on all parties 
proved fatal to the cause of revolu¬ 
tion, but not because he was inher¬ 
ently anti-democratic or bureaucratic. 
It was a desperate situation, where 
capitalism had stabilised, but revolu¬ 
tion remained possible. He, there¬ 
fore, sought to use the only 
experienced leadership left - that of 
the Bolsheviks - and if he had lived 
or Trotsky had taken over in 1922, the 
world might have been very differ¬ 
ent. It was a choice between the 
movement of a class whose leaders 
had been executed, or otherwise re¬ 
moved, and imposing a leadership. 
As it turned out, it relied on Lenin or 
Trotsky directing the revolution, but 
Lenin was ill from 1922 and Trotsky 
was neutralised by the Stalinists. 
Bureaucratism is neither here nor 
there. Mike is imposing an all-pow¬ 
erful Hegelian idea, bureaucratism, 
on modem history. If he were a spon- 
taneist, he would be consistent. In¬ 
stead of seeing the real movement of 
history, he sees only the absence of 
democracy. 

In modem times, the failure of the 
groups is not due to their alleged ‘bu¬ 
reaucratism’ or lack of democracy: 
rather their lack of democracy is a 
symptom of the real causes. With the 
greatest goodwill any initially demo¬ 
cratic party would have turned into its 
opposite, given the conditions under 
which they were operating. 

The fundamental barrier to the for¬ 
mation of a genuine mass left party in 
the period from 1927 onwards lay in 
the overwhelming dominance of Sta¬ 
linism over the left. In the period of 
cold war, it was exceptionally difficult 
to hold out. The fact that Trotskyist 
groups survived at all is a victory of 


sorts. However, the task of survival is 
very different from the tasks that now 
face us. The problem with those 
groups is that the theory and practice 
of a marginalised politics cannot be 
transferred to a new period when the 
old barriers no longer exist. Because 
they continue with the old forms and 
the old form of politics, they appear 
to have lost their senses. As I put it 
earlier, if you knock your head against 
a brick wall for long enough your brain 
gets damaged. If you understand that 
it is a brick wall, you do not knock 
your head against it and when it comes 
down you can see your chance. 

Mike Macnair speaks of an inclu¬ 
siveness which excludes the Trotsky¬ 
ists, but somehow includes working 
in their organisations, rather than go¬ 
ing out to the thousands of unorgan¬ 
ised individuals. It makes no sense. It 
also makes no sense in that there re¬ 
ally is no substantial number of Marx- 

TheSWP has 
forfeited its 
position as 
belonging to the 
left with the 
formation of 
Respect 


ists outside the groups who do not 
accept the particular importance of 
Trotskyism, in the widest sense. He 
wants a Leninist party and he also 
wants a party with the currents ex¬ 
pelled by Lenin. He rejects the actual 
history of the communist party before 
Stalinism but wants the party. 

The concept of the party towards 
which we are working is both old and 
new. It is an old concept in being 
Marxist, in wanting to have a mass, 
but leading, party of the working 
class, but new in that its shape will 
somehow have to accommodate nu¬ 
merous viewpoints and centres of in¬ 
fluence and yet be a disciplined party. 
Democracy in this context will have to 
be genuine democracy, not formal 
democracy where the leader and lead¬ 
ership is there for life, elected year 
after year in elections without any 
meaning. 

Given the tremendous stress on 
democracy in popular parlance, giv¬ 
en the patently undemocratic nature 
both of Stalinist regimes and of most 
left parties and groups, it is under¬ 
standable that some people would 
want democracy to figure as the pri¬ 
mary demand. This can be accommo¬ 
dated as long as it is clear that the 
socialist goal appears as the immedi¬ 
ate goal, not a secondary issue fol¬ 
lowing on democracy. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, there is no intention to 
found yet another sect, or to base 
ourselves on the transitional pro¬ 
gramme - or any other existing pro¬ 
gramme for that matter. Certainly a 
Marxist programme has to be based 
on Marx’s precept that the working 
class is in capitalism but not of capi¬ 
talism and hence it is the task of the 
working class to emancipate mankind 
in order to emancipate itself. But it 
must also state clearly that this is the 
only struggle involved and there is no 
prior struggle - as for democracy or 
for a democratic, secular republic, for 
national liberation or whatever. 

It is clear that these differences can 


be worked out. What is essential 
above all is that people attending the 
conference have the goodwill to go 
forward together in order to build a 
new, principled party. The people 
founding the party will have to estab¬ 
lish the goals, the principles, the tac¬ 
tics and the strategy. The first task is 
to begin this process. 

We do not object to the organised 
left leaving their organisations to join 
us, but we argue that the organised 
left are a tiny fraction of the thousands 
who regard themselves as Marxists. 

The problem with the organised so- 
called left is that they are not Marxist. 
Their sectarianism is a result of their 
non-Marxism, not the other way 
around - such as their Trotskyism 
causing them to be sectarian or any¬ 
thing else. They are not Trotskyist in 
any real sense. The only two substan¬ 
tial groups are the Socialist Workers 
Party and the Socialist Party. The 
SWP has forfeited its position as be¬ 
longing to the left with the formation 
of Respect, while the Socialist Party 
has always been reformist. 

There is not the faintest possibility 
that either of those parties will ever 
achieve any substantial growth on the 
left. What they might do if they move 
to the right, like the parties of Lyndon 
LaRouche and the Revolutionary 
Communist Party, is another matter. 

It is true that there are dozens of 
other micro-parties on the left. Some 
are undemocratic, some are dogmat¬ 
ic, some have resident gurus behind 
a facade of democracy, and some have 
taken a particular text, tactic, strategy 
or doctrine as absolute and, unfortu¬ 
nately, most give the appearance of 
psychotics convinced that they are 
going to take over the world. 

There is, therefore, no competition 
in the call for a Marxist party. Mike 
Macnair is right that we have to make 
a wide appeal and his reference to the 
SPD makes sense if correctly inter¬ 
preted. We have to be careful, how¬ 
ever, because the SPD was also the 
party of Bernstein, who is the spirit¬ 
ual father of modern social democra¬ 
cy up to and including Tony Blair; 
and also the party of Scheideman, 
Noske and Ebert, who supported 
World War I and are tainted with the 
murder of Luxemburg and Lieb- 
knecht. However, Mike was proba¬ 
bly thinking of the earlier SPD - 
perhaps the SPD of the Erfurt pro¬ 
gramme of 1890. 

Mike raises the question of politi¬ 
cal work inevitably leading to compe¬ 
tition/cooperation with the so-called 
left groups. We have to explore the 
exact nature of our political work. I 
would envisage us theorising the real 
reasons for the isolation of the left 
such as it exists and then finding out 
how to overcome it. The existing 
fonns are clearly inadequate. 

The concept of a Marxist party of 
many Marxist views is central to our 
call. The only limits are the ones enun¬ 
ciated above. Stalinism is excluded as 
non-Marxist, and two-stageism is re¬ 
jected as the dishonest programme of 
the past. Our demands are for the 
working class to take power and in¬ 
troduce a socialist programme. 

The paily itself has to be democrat¬ 
ic from top to bottom with the neces¬ 
sary constitution and rules to that 
effect. There can, however, be no illu¬ 
sions that a fully democratic party in 
an undemocratic capitalism is possi¬ 
ble. For that reason, we have to intro¬ 
duce all necessary safeguards. This 
is not just to allow the party to oper¬ 
ate properly, but also to demonstrate 
that socialists can have a genuinely 
democratic, functioning party • 
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RESPECT 


Control-freakery 

The weekend of October 14-15 will see Respect’s third annual conference. Doubtless it is set to feature plenty 
of platform speeches but precious little debate: there are fewer motions and fewer delegates. Emily Bransom 
and Tina Becker preview the weekend 



R espect is politically bank¬ 
rupt and rent with mounting 
contradictions. Controlled 
by the Socialist Workers Party ma¬ 
chine, used as required by George 
Galloway and other careerists, it fac¬ 
es a future, not, as once promised, 
of leaping electoral successes, but 
of demoralising compromise, organ¬ 
isational sclerosis and, sooner rath¬ 
er than latter, disintegration. 

Most branches hardly exist as 
independent entities and there is 
a total absence of anything re¬ 
sembling a democratic culture and 
debate. The SWP majority has 
continuously refused to allow Re¬ 
spect its own newspaper (although 
in 2004, the comrades voted for it - 
only to do nothing about it and then 
vote down a similar motion in 2005). 
Respect does not even have an in¬ 
ternet forum where members could 
engage in discussion. 

Despite the relatively successful 
showing at the May 4 elections, 
there have been failure, not least for 
the SWP’s own plans. It did not get 
any of its own members directly 
elected in places like Tower Hamlets 
(though two later joined). There was 
an attempted coup against the SWP 
in Tower Hamlets by disgruntled 
careerists and in Birmingham a coun¬ 
cillor joined and left within days; 
elsewhere candidates have defect¬ 
ed to the Liberal Democrats. And let 
us not forget George Galloway’s far 
from purrfect appearance on Celeb¬ 
rity big brother. 

Official membership has more than 
halved since 2004 and now stands at 
2,160, according to the annual report 
- down from 3,040 last year. Even a 
loyal Respect oppositionalist like 
Alan Thornett of the International 
Socialist Group cannot manage to put 
a positive spin on it and has chosen 
to criticise the SWP publicly. He iden¬ 
tifies “the failure” of Respect “to build 
itself as a properly functioning nation¬ 
al political organisation. Over the past 
year the problem has become more 
acute” (www.socialistresistance.net/ 
respectl006.htm). 

Even in a stronghold like Tower 
Hamlets, the picture is bleak. Local ISG 
member Liam Mac Uaid comments sar¬ 
castically: “Last year Tower Hamlets 
Respect was entitled to send 40 dele¬ 
gates. This year it is 17.1 will have con¬ 
ference weekend free, having failed to 
get elected. Fortunately political plural¬ 
ism and a diversity of socialist opin¬ 
ions will be guaranteed by the nine 
SWP members who were elected” 
(http://macuaid.blogspot.com, Sep¬ 
tember 9). 

The decision to transform the fi¬ 
nal Saturday afternoon session of 
conference into a rally against is- 
lamophobia will not just be an op¬ 
portunity for Respect to show its 
opposition to Jack Straw’s cynical 
remarks on the veil. It shows that 
Respect has been gutted of any¬ 
thing remotely resembling serious 
debate. Internally it is dead. In that 
sense the Respect conference more 
and more resembles those stage- 
managed affairs put on by the main¬ 
stream bourgeois parties. 

Last year most branch motions 
were somewhat unimaginative - many 
were obviously written to order from 


above. Yet, compared to this year’s 
offerings, they were verging on the 
inspirational. For example, the ques¬ 
tion of the religious hatred legislation 
and the SWP’s support for formula¬ 
tions that even the House of Lords 
rejected led to critical motions and 
amendments and a degree of contro¬ 
versy among Respect delegates. 
There were also a number of signifi¬ 
cant motions on Respect’s internal 
organisation. 

This year, however, things will be 
kept to a bare minimum. The vast ma¬ 
jority of motions - despite covering a 
wide range of issues (no doubt to 
prove how well equipped Respect re¬ 
ally is) - are totally uncontroversial. In 
reality, they show that Respect is dy¬ 
ing. Nineteen branches have submit¬ 
ted just 36 motions compared to last 
year’s 68. There are also hardly any 
amendments, which again underlines 
not only the absence of functioning 
branches, but the lack of any genuine 
exchange of views. 

Most of the motions have the same 
artificial feel as last year. They will al¬ 
low the generation of a lot of hot air 
rather than an attempt at strategic 
thinking. 

What really stands out this year is 
that most of the motions seem to 
have been drawn up in order to have 
Respect sign up to or support a 
number of campaigns that are either 
run by the SWP or have its stamp of 
approval: Stop the War Coalition, 
Keep Our NHS Public, Defend Coun¬ 
cil Housing, Campaign Against Cli¬ 
mate Change and the campaign for 
equal treatment for black school stu¬ 
dents, Tell It Like It Is. 

As can be expected, there is not 
a single mention of class struggle, 
capitalism or the need to put for¬ 
ward a vision for an alternative so¬ 
cialist society. But the Respect 
party is specifically non-socialist, 
as Lindsey German will tell you. It 
is about uniting ‘the movement’ 
around platitudes. 

Particularly disheartening is the 
lack of opposition voices. There is 
one half-hearted constitutional 
amendment from the International 
Socialist Group (see below). And 
then there are two motions from the 
CPGB (one of them supported by 
Calderdale branch). That’s about as 
interesting as it gets. 

Respect is now even more than 
ever an SWP-dominated front. Many 
who thought, or hoped, that Respect 
would become a properly function¬ 
ing party have given up the ghost 
and simply walked. 

We will deal with the motions as 
they appear on the order sheet. 

War 

Submitted by the national council, the 
first motion is one of the longest and 
resolves to “continue campaigning for 
an end to the occupations of Iraq and 
Afghanistan”. Just like last year, the 
Respect leadership fails to demand 
that imperialist forces be withdrawn 
now. Last year, Cambridge unsuc¬ 
cessfully demanded that the word 
‘immediate’ be added. There is no such 
amendment this year. 

One of the few amendments comes 
from West London, but it only ad¬ 
dresses the motion’s embarrassing 
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failure to mention the role of British 
troops (the original only talks about 
US and Israeli forces). 

Point 5 of the motion resolves to 
“seek to build links with the forces 
working for democracy”. Sounds 
good. But let us not forget that last 
year’s conference refused to sup¬ 
port three groups working for the 
democratic rights of women, trade 
unionists and the unemployed, all 
of them connected with the Work¬ 
er-communist Party of Iraq. Social¬ 
ist Worker editor Chris Bambery 
rejected the motion on the ground 
that “the majority of the resistance 
are islamic” and that Respect should 
not make “our support conditional 
on those groups being secular” 

(Weekly Bbr/re/-November 24 2005). 

So we are looking for forces that are 
“working for democracy”, but are 
not specifically secular. As secular¬ 
ism and real democracy are intrinsi¬ 
cally linked, that could prove tricky. 

Palestine and Lebanon 

Motion 3 (Camden) calls on Respect 
members to maximise “pressure on the 
British government to impose sanc¬ 
tions on Israel until it ends its occu¬ 
pation of Palestine”, whilst motion 29 
(West London) wants to break off 
“diplomatic relations between the UK 
and Israel” and calls for “the imposi¬ 
tion of comprehensive sanctions” 
until Israel “becomes a force for peace 
in the region”. 

The movers of both motions are 
clearly deluded in their reliance on the 
British state to resolve this question. 
Imperialism can hardly solve a prob¬ 
lem that it has created in the first place. 
What is needed is a programme of self¬ 
liberation for the working classes not 
only in Lebanon and Palestine - but 


also for the working people in Israel. 
Liberation can never be handed down 
from above. 

At least Portsmouth’s anti-Israel 
boycott (motion 16) is meant to be 
pursued by organisations like the new 
lecturers union, the UCU. They want 
a boycott of what it terms “anti-Pal¬ 
estinian” universities in Israel. As part 
of a working class-led series of ac¬ 
tions, boycotts can, of course, be use¬ 
ful and supportable. In general, 
however, we favour international links 
rather than boycotts. For example, 
should we end all exchange arrange¬ 
ments with universities whose au¬ 
thorities are anti-Palestinian, even 
though students and staff may be rad¬ 
ical and progressive? 

Civil liberties 

Predictably uncontroversial, most 
motions in this section outline Re¬ 
spect’s “support for individuals and 
communities made vulnerable” and 
concentrate on the question of islamo- 
phobia. While the motions are some¬ 
what repetitive, they nevertheless 
highlight the only thing that is real 
about Respect - ie, its muslim base in 
east London and the Midlands. 

Motion 28 (Waltham Forest) is 
worth a comment. It wants confer¬ 
ence to “reaffirm its recognition of 
the benefits to British society that 
migrants have brought and embrac¬ 
es a diverse, multicultural Britain as 
a better place to live”. Communists 
should strive for positive and vol¬ 
untary assimilation of peoples, not 
celebrate their continued existence 
as separate, often hostile communi¬ 
ties. As a policy multiculturalism 
weakens and divides our forces. 

Needless to say, while the motion 
praises the “benefits” brought 


about by migrants, they do not go 
so far as to actually fight for their 
right to become full citizens - or the 
right of their families to move to Brit¬ 
ain. Open borders is still a no-no for 
Respect (see below). 

Trade unions and 
workers’ rights 

The whole section is vacuous and 
makes very few concrete demands - 
apart from a commitment to building 
Respect’s ‘Organising for fighting un¬ 
ions’ conference on November 11. 

Point 3 of the national council’s 
motion (No32) welcomes the disaffil¬ 
iation of the Fire Brigades Union from 
the Labour Party and the affiliation of 
the RMT to the Scottish Socialist Par¬ 
ty, to which the “successes of Re¬ 
spect and the SSP have contributed”. 
Reality can be so cruel. The “success 
of the SSP” has now led to the RMT 
seriously questioning continued affil¬ 
iation. Whilst the Labour Party re¬ 
mains a bourgeois workers’ party (with 
its links to the trade unions), disaffil¬ 
iation is clearly neither a worthwhile 
nor viable strategy. 

There is an amendment to the mo¬ 
tion from Oxford that wishes to “re¬ 
open a discussion on ... a regular, 
national publication”. Presumably, 
this would help bring trade union af¬ 
filiates and certainly throws down 
the gauntlet to the SWP once again. 
Do they really take Respect serious¬ 
ly, or are they going to dump the 
whole thing when conditions 
change and move forward, say on 
the industrial front? 

Motion 30 stresses the need for 
“democracy in the workplace”. It pro¬ 
poses “proper democratic involve¬ 
ment of the membership and 
accountability of their representa¬ 
tives”. The movers are, of course, re¬ 
ferring to trade unions, not parties, and 
this amendment will undoubtedly be 
passed - particularly as it fails to pro¬ 
pose any concrete measures which 
might have invoked the possibility of 
parallel proposals for Respect itself. 

The last motion in this section deals 
with migrant workers (motion 5, En¬ 
field and Haringey). It calls for an 
“amnesty/regularisation” for illegals, 
“including undocumented workers 
and asylum-seekers who have been 
refused protection”. Of course, this is 
wholly supportable. If voted through 
this would represent a significant step 
in the right direction. But what about 
all those migrant workers and asylum- 
seekers who have not yet made it into 
the country? Are we talking about a 
one-off measure here? 

The logic of this motion ought to 
lead to a demand for the free move¬ 
ment for all - for the right of every 
human being to work and live where 
they choose. Current Respect policy 
skirts around the issue and merely 
“defends the rights of asylum-seek¬ 
ers and refugees to political asylum”. 
Thus it implicitly sanctions the right 
of capital to pick and choose ‘useful’ 
migrants like nurses or IT workers. 
Meanwhile it ignores those who 
choose or are forced to flee the pov¬ 
erty and misery that capital has 
heaped upon them. 

George Galloway has publicly 
voiced his support for a “points sys- 
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tem” that panders to the need of cap¬ 
ital for ‘useful’ immigration (see Week¬ 
ly Worker February 23 2005). Though 
the SWP remains officially against 
immigration controls, it has not used 
its strength of numbers in Respect to 
oppose or at least criticise Galloway’s 
position. 

At last year’s conference it used 
its majority to vote down two mo¬ 
tions - from Milton Keynes and the 
CPGB - in favour of open borders. 
Without a position that tackles 
these questions squarely and hon¬ 
estly, Respect’s policies on migra¬ 
tion and migrant rights will remain 
eclectic and utterly inadequate. 

Public services, 
pensions and 
privatisation 

Strong language is used to condemn 
Labour’s “onslaught” on the NHS. 
However, the three motions on priva¬ 
tisation are almost exact duplicates of 
each other and fail to develop Re¬ 
spect’s position further than calling 
for everyone to join the campaign to 
“Defend the NHS”. 

As with other motions, there is no 
mention of capitalism or socialism. 
Instead we are encouraged to build 
“regional and national demonstra¬ 
tions” as part of the “angry mass cam¬ 
paign”. A “publicly owned and 
publicly controlled health service” is 
part of an “efficient”, “sensible” and 
“decent” society. It is a similar story 
for housing. The three motions pre¬ 
sented concentrate on the Defend 
Council Housing Campaign (and the 
request for branches to buy 100 cop¬ 
ies of its latest pamphlet). 

Portsmouth suggests conference 
adopts a pension policy of £130 per 
week - “the government’s own figure 
for subsistence”. This is at once pa¬ 


thetic and naive. Rather than simply 
borrowing the government’s (or trade 
union bureaucracy’s) latest figure, we 
should make what we need our start¬ 
ing point. How much do people, in¬ 
cluding pensioners, actually need to 
live a decent life and to reproduce 
themselves socially and culturally? 
More than double that figure, we 
would suggest. 

Climate change 

“Conference believes the ‘individu¬ 
alisation’ of actions to reduce carbon 
emissions deflects focus and blame 
from the large producers who are 
most interested in making their work¬ 
ers pay for the cost of reducing car¬ 
bon emissions,” says motion 14 
(Plymouth). Quite right. However, 
Respect’s answer is to concentrate 
on “protest action, demonstrations 
and industrial action” and a couple 
of motions predictably call on “all 
Respect members to build the climate 
march called by the Campaign Against 
Climate Change”. 

According to the various mo¬ 
tions, climate change could either be 
“stopped” or “mitigated” within the 
capitalist system. The eccentric mo¬ 
tion 31 (York), goes completely off 
the rails and places the responsibil¬ 
ity for ‘stopping’ climate change 
firmly on the shoulders of individu¬ 
al citizens. Respect is called upon to 
support the coordination of “inter¬ 
national trains”, which are sup¬ 
posed to replace international air 
travel. As usual many of the ideas are 
nicked directly from various green 
organisations. 

In the last analysis, the climate 
problem lies with the system of cap¬ 
ital, where social needs - including 
those related to environmental sus¬ 
tainability - are subordinated to end¬ 
less accumulation for the sake of 


accumulation. Because the climate 
by definition crosses national bor¬ 
ders, only an internationalist perspec¬ 
tive can hope to overcome the 
metabolic rift between humanity and 
the rest of nature. While we should, 
of course, fight for concrete demands 
in the here and now - eg, the intro¬ 
duction of draconian anti-capitalist 
measures, including democratic con¬ 
trol over production, which would 
help relive the mounting crisis - we 
must also energetically raise the ne¬ 
cessity of going towards socialism. 

Other motions 

Standing for “the scrapping of direct¬ 
ly elected mayors”, motion 12 from 
Newham puts an encouraging empha¬ 
sis on accountability. It notes that 
mayors have “acted against the inter¬ 
ests of democracy” and the motion’s 
demand for “active scrutiny” is cer¬ 
tainly supportable. But how does this 
apply to Respect’s own elected coun¬ 
cillors? Any chance of “scrutiny” and 
accountability here? 

Motion 13 (North Manchester) is 
interesting in that it clearly tries to 
align Respect with Tommy Sheridan’s 
party, Solidarity. The motion “notes 
with sadness the recent split within 
the Scottish Socialist Party” and, 
while it wants Respect to “work with 
all progressive movements”, Solidar¬ 
ity is the only one actually named - the 
SSP is not. 

Of course, the SWP has thrown in 
its lot with Solidarity. The ISG, howev¬ 
er, has not - it is backing the Mc- 
Combes-Fox SSP leadership (provoking 
a split with its Scottish members who 
opted for Solidarity). It will be interest¬ 
ing to see if the ISG decides to pick a 
fight over this issue at conference. 

The CPGB’s motion urging support 
for John McDonnell’s campaign for 
leadership of the Labour Party has 


been tucked away at the end of this 
section. Judging by the reception it 
received in some Respect branches, 
many SWP activists do not like it. But 
what counts in the SWP is not the 
drones but the elite around John Rees 
and the central committee. 

It is surely the duty of anybody on 
the left in Britain today to involve 
themselves in supporting the John for 
Leader campaign - albeit critically. The 
CPGB has done so, while arguing that 
the campaign would be immeasurably 
strengthened by adopting two key 
principles. First, the demand for a 
democratic republic. Second, the de¬ 
mand for education, health, welfare, 
the minimum wage, housing, etc, to be 
based on human need, not the market 
and profit. 

Internal 

Last year’s conference saw some frus¬ 
trated attempts to improve Respect’s 
internal workings. Lewisham and 
Greenwich proposed that the minutes 
of NC meetings should be made avail¬ 
able to all groups and requested “web- 
based discussion forums”. SWP 
leaders opposed this, because it was 
too “inward-looking” and would en¬ 
tail “Respect members talking to Re¬ 
spect members”. We wouldn’t want 
that now, would we? Calderdale’s pro¬ 
posal for a bulletin to infonn members 
of NC decisions was also opposed. 
Oliur Rahman did not want to see 
“John Rees sitting behind a desk”. It 
is worth noting however, that ‘reports’ 
of meetings of national council are 
now made available online, although 
they are pretty skeletal. 

The ISG’s only motion is the rath¬ 
er tame and in part bizarre amend¬ 
ment to current point 4 of the 
constitution. This is totally in line 
with the ineffective internal ‘oppo¬ 
sition’ the comrades have tried to 


establish in Respect - with very lim¬ 
ited success, we might add. Read¬ 
ers of the Weekly Worker might 
remember that the CPGB was not to 
be welcomed by the ISG’s ‘Party 
Platform’. It does not take a genius 
to work out what would happen to 
a pro-party and pro-democracy 
platform that starts off on the basis 
of exclusions. 

The comrades suggest that the na¬ 
tional council should not be elected 
by conference any more, but should 
be delegate-based (a minimum of two 
from each branch). The executive 
committee, on the other hand, should 
be elected by conference and not by 
the national council (though the 
comrades also somewhat contradic¬ 
torily suggest that the NC should 
meet only three times a year instead 
of the current six). 

However, such motions are hardly 
capable of breathing life into Respect. 
Political problems such as the SWP’s 
control-freakery cannot be solved 
through technical fixes. 

Conclusion 

The motions reveal the true popular 
frontism of Respect. The SWP, by far 
the largest component, subordinates 
itself to the politics of the most con¬ 
servative forces in the organisation. 
Instead of the Marxist programme 
there are platitudes aplenty and emp¬ 
ty appeals for ‘decency’. 

Respect’s programme remains one 
of left populism. It opposes cuts, pri¬ 
vatisation and, most of all, the occu¬ 
pation of Iraq; but when it comes to 
what Respect is actually for , then 
things are totally vague. Concrete 
political demands are substituted by 
earnest calls to support the latest dem¬ 
onstration or next big conference. 

The question all this poses is: how 
much longer can Respect survive? • 


No fudge on accountability 


T he only motion focusing on the lack of 
democracy and accountability in Re¬ 
spect is motion Nol from the CPGB, 
which is also supported by Calderdale. Inter¬ 
estingly, rather than just sweeping our mo¬ 
tion aside, the national council is proposing 
an amendment that is designed to gut it of 
worthwhile content. We strongly oppose the 
amendment for that reason. 

Our motion demands that “all elected Re¬ 
spect representatives should publish to the 
Respect members in their area ... monthly re¬ 
ports of their votes and activities”; that they 
should be “accountable to their appropriate 
bodies”; that “Respect will fight for the crea¬ 
tion of the right of voters to recall their MPs 
and councillors” and that “the minutes of the 
national committee and the executive should 
be made available to the membership” (the 
most recent NC report on the Respect web¬ 
site is from April 2006). 

The amendment from the NC basically just 
leaves one of the three introductory para¬ 
graphs in place and removes our four con¬ 
crete demands. According to the amendment, 
elected representatives “are expected to car¬ 
ry out the collectively agreed policies and 
decisions of Respect”. However, “In the 
event of an elected representative not feel¬ 
ing able or not being prepared to carry out a 
decision or a policy properly agreed, urgent 
discussions should be sought with the na¬ 
tional secretary and the responsible body of 


Respect involved. In the event of no agreement 
being reached there should be an agreed ar¬ 
rangement to deal with the situation, including 
where necessary insuring that the policy of Re¬ 
spect is made clear.” 

In other words, the representative, not the or¬ 
ganisation, will have the last word. There will be 
no obligation to vote in accordance with agreed 
policy. However, it is very interesting indeed that 
the leadership feels the need to adopt a posi¬ 
tion on the relationship between Respect and 
its representatives: it shows that there are real 
tensions brewing between those who run the 
party (the SWP) and, for example, George Gallo¬ 
way and its councillors in Tower Hamlets. 

Examples of such tensions have been high¬ 
lighted by the Weekly Worker - undoubtedly, 
there are many more that have been kept under 
wraps. 

• Galloway has remain unchallenged by the 
Respect leadership over his public opposition 
to a woman’s right to choose an abortion (his 
name is amongst the list of MPs supporting a 
new early day motion that calls for legislation 
clearly aimed at reducing the period following 
conception when a termination may be permit¬ 
ted) and his support for a ‘points system’ to 
control immigration into Britain. Those issues 
have been declared “matters of conscience” 
by the SWP. When he went on Celebrity big 
brother, he never thought to ask anybody on 
the Respect leadership and only informed 
John Rees a few hours before he entered the 


house. 

• In February, SWP leader John Rees was only 
adopted as a Respect candidate in Tower Ham¬ 
lets after strong objections from a sizeable bloc 
of Bengali members. He had to be moved by the 
Respect selection panel from the Whitechapel 
ward to Bethnal Green South. This was after Dr 
Shamsuddin Ahmed was turned down as a Re¬ 
spect candidate in Whitechapel and subse¬ 
quently jumped ship to join the Liberal 
Democrats (see Weekly Worker February 9). 

• Birmingham city councillor for Sparkbrook, 
Talib Hussain, resigned from Respect only a 
week after joining. He admitted to the Weekly 
Worker that he joined without knowing that the 
‘S’ and ‘T’ in Respect stood for ‘socialism’ and 
‘trade unions’ (see Weekly Worker March 30). 

• Most seriously though was an attempt by the 
majority of the 13 elected Respect councillors in 
Tower Hamlets to oust SWP members from lead¬ 
ing positions in the local Respect branch (see 
Weekly Worker July 6). 

John Rees’s attempt to get himself elected as 
a councillor in the May local elections were a 
reflection of that emerging problem. Undoubt¬ 
edly, the SWP thought it could propel him into 
the position of leader of the Respect group. But, 
like other SWPers, Rees was not elected, leav¬ 
ing Abjol Miah as Respect group leader. Sitting 
councillor Oliur Rahman was obviously consid¬ 
ered too close to the SWP by his newly elected 
colleagues. 

Those councillors have their own caucus 


meetings, their own decision-making struc¬ 
tures, their own Respect organisation. Why 
should they feel accountable to a small 
bunch of SWPers in their local branch? A 
branch that has shrunk dramatically from 400 
to 170 members, with only a fraction of that 
figure active. Respect branches are not real 
to them. What is real to those councillors is 
that they have been elected by the ‘local com¬ 
munity’. They will not feel the slightest obli¬ 
gation to do what John Rees or even George 
Galloway tells them - but will instead concen¬ 
trate on local problems and issues, as viewed 
from their own class perspectives, interests 
and instincts. 

The SWP has not only allowed this situa¬ 
tion to develop - but has actively worked to 
create it. By refusing to establish democratic 
decision-making structures and repeatedly 
voting down motions on accountability and 
principles such as a worker’s wage for work¬ 
ers’ representatives, it has pandered to 
George Galloway and petty bourgeois ‘com¬ 
munity leaders’. 

The decline of Respect nationally - which 
will be very obvious at conference this week¬ 
end - can only but encourage its most con¬ 
servative forces to continue going their own 
way and pursue their own narrow sectional 
and career interests. The proposed amend¬ 
ment of the CPGB motion from the national 
council is really an attempt to close the sta¬ 
ble door after the horse has bolted • 
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Arise - what next? 

Dave Craig of the Revolutionary Democratic Group takes a closer look at the debate on the future of the 
Socialist Alliance 


HT he great appear great to us 
I only because we are on our 
■ knees: let us arise.” 

With these words James Connolly 
concluded his address to Dublin work¬ 
ers in 1897. The occasion of Connol¬ 
ly’s speech was Queen Victoria’s 
diamond jubilee. He condemned the 
whole event as a “feast of flunkey- 
ism”. He told his audience that the 
Irish Socialist Republican Party had 
never hesitated to “proclaim its un¬ 
swerving hostility to the British 
crown”. He welcomed the opportuni¬ 
ty to do so again. All who grovel at 
the shrine of royalty deserve “the 
contempt and hatred of Irish revolu¬ 
tionary democracy”. 

Connolly’s quote was taken from 
the French revolutionary, Camille 
Desmoulins, a member of the Club des 
Cordeliers, on the left of the Jacobins. 
Terry Liddle, who found this connec¬ 
tion, says that Connolly saw it in the 
Edinburgh and Leith Labour Chron¬ 
icle in 1894. 

The word ‘arise’, such as in the 
context of the struggle led by Connol¬ 
ly, is a call for the masses to get up and 
fight for their rights. It has a long as¬ 
sociation in poetry, music and verse 
with the radical and working class 
movement. Shelley’s poem ‘Ode to 
the asserters of liberty’, begins: 
“Arise, arise, arise!” His ‘Masque of 
anarchy’ calls on the workers of Eng¬ 
land to “Rise, like lions after slumber”. 
Edward Carpenter’s ‘England, arise’ 
was sung with great gusto by mem¬ 
bers of the Independent Labour Par¬ 
ty. Tom Anderson, who in 1901 led one 
of the biggest strikes in Glasgow, 
wrote ‘Arise, ye sons of labour’ on 
May Day 1916. 

And, of course, “Arise, ye 
starvelings from your slumbers. 
Arise, ye criminals of want” are the 
opening words of the ‘Internation¬ 
ale’. It calls on the working class and 
the oppressed masses to rise up 
against the international capitalist 
system. It is a revolutionary call for 
freedom, democracy and socialism. 
“Arise, ye workers” was proclaimed 
on the banner of the dockers during 
their 1972 strike. The slogan could be 
seen on the mass demonstrations 
outside Pentonville prison in support 
of the dockers jailed for defending 
trade union rights. 

‘Arise’ was taken up by some So¬ 
cialist Alliance members who op¬ 
posed the February 2005 closure 
decision supported by the Socialist 
Workers Party. A provisional organi¬ 
sation planning to relaunch the SA 
adopted what came to be called the 
four pillars of the new alliance - social¬ 
ism, environmentalism, republicanism 
and internationalism. Later a comrade 
suggested that by rearranging the 
order, together with the word ‘alli¬ 
ance’, this could form the acronym, 
ARISE. By accident we found a link 
between a radical and class-struggle 
tradition and the idea of the SA as a 
phoenix arising from the ashes of the 
fonner alliance. 

The connections did not end 
there. Historically republicanism in 
England can be traced back to the 
Levellers in the 1640s, the first re¬ 
publican party. The Levellers in the 
New Model Army opposed 
Cromwell’s plan to invade Ireland. 
From the 1770s Tom Paine’s interna¬ 
tionalism saw him defending the 
American and French republics 
against his own ruling class. In rec¬ 


ognition he was given honorary 
French citizenship and elected to the 
national convention, representing 
Pas de Calais. 

England was home to Karl Marx as 
he supported class struggles in Brit¬ 
ain, Ireland and Europe. Marx was a 
militant democrat, republican and in¬ 
ternationalist. Through Capital, he 
laid the foundations for modem social- 
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ism. Perhaps less well known was his 
concern with the environment. Today 
global capitalist competition, analysed 
by Marx, has brought us to the brink 
of environmental catastrophe. We 
have yet to make the last link in Arise 
over the environment (nominations, 
please!). But in ‘Arise’ we can certain¬ 
ly identify the Levellers, Tom Paine 
and Karl Marx. 

Arise posed the question of the SA 
in a new way. It would seek to unite 
socialist groups and independents 
on the basis of the People before prof¬ 
it programme. It would aim to bring 
together different trends within social¬ 
ism which might identify themselves 
as international socialists, republican 
socialists and green socialists. In the 
tradition of the SA it would aim to 
become a militant rather than ‘revolu¬ 
tionary’ organisation, open to both 
‘reformers’ and ‘revolutionaries’. At 
the November 2005 SA conference the 
Arise aims were accepted, with new 
clauses added spelling out the SA’s 
traditional opposition to racism, fas¬ 
cism and specific oppressions. 

How did these politics relate to the 
previous Socialist Alliances? The first 
SA (Nol) was known as the red-green 
SA. It was led by the Socialist Party 
and organised through a liaison com¬ 
mittee. This was replaced in 2001 by 
SA No2. This was the Labourite SA 
led by the SWP, designed with old 
Labour ideas to appeal to disillu¬ 
sioned Labour supporters and voters. 
Renationalise the railways, more mon¬ 
ey for the NHS, no cuts and a higher 
minimum wage. Not wrong in them¬ 
selves, but implicit in accepting the 
existing system of government, the 
hallmark of Labour. 

The leadership of the new SA (No3) 
now fell mainly into the hands of the 
Alliance for Green Socialism, the 
CPGB and the Revolutionary Demo¬ 
cratic Group. Whereas SA1 depend¬ 
ed on the Socialist Party and SA2 
relied on the SWP, there was no equiv¬ 
alent hegemonic group in SA3. The 
largest grouping on the executive are 
AGS members, who have effectively 


been in the position to decide the real 
political direction of Arise since the 
last conference. 

A tiny issue appeared at the first SA 
executive meeting. It illustrates the old 
adage that a little scratch can devel¬ 
op into gangrene. Objections were 
raised to the acronym Arise. Socialism 
felt insulted that republicanism had 
come first. It was therefore necessary 
to defend the honour of socialism by 
changing the word order into ‘Asire’ 
(I leave aside the inclusion of opposi¬ 
tion to racism and fascism, etc, on 
which we all agree). This was hardly 
worth an argument. Had ‘Asire’ any 
meaning at all or any relationship to 
struggle, it would have been just as 
good a way to promote SA politics. 
Since it did not, it was a piece of silli¬ 
ness to change it round. But it revealed 
a ‘concern’ about republicanism 
amongst AGS members on the execu¬ 
tive. 

This same ‘concern’ was to be¬ 
come more pronounced with the 
bigger issue round the corner. In 
2006 the political vacuum on the left 
in England and the lack of a work¬ 
ing class party has been posed more 
sharply than ever. The year began 
with the conference organised by 
the RMT union on working class po¬ 
litical representation. It was fol¬ 
lowed up by the launch of the 
Socialist Party-sponsored Cam¬ 
paign for a New Workers’ Party. 
Now we have seen the setback in 
Scotland with the split in the Scot¬ 
tish Socialist Party. 

The SA constitution has a clause 
on the party question. A3 says: “The 
Socialist Alliance aims to win support 
in the working class movement for a 
democratically organised republican 
socialist party, along the lines of the 
Scottish Socialist Party.” In the year 
of the party this clause should have 
been implemented, at least to be test¬ 
ed in practice. The SA executive did 
not like it and passed a resolution to 
remove the word ‘republican’, effec¬ 
tively suspending its use. The execu¬ 
tive decided to support ‘socialist 
party’, a position proposed by Mike 
Davis (AGS) at the founding confer¬ 
ence, when it was defeated. 

The consequences of this soon 
became apparent. First, instead of 
challenging the Socialist Party’s plan 
for another broad, economistic Labour 
party, the SA simply went along with 
it. Second, when the split in the SSP 
occurred, a majority of the executive 
took a neutral position, instead of 
standing opposed to the breakaway. 
The fact that Tommy Sheridan walked 
out on the SSP was no reason to step 
back. The SA has SSP members who 
all stayed with the SSP. This seemed 
to count for nothing either. 

The issue that divided us was mili¬ 
tant republicanism. But we were not 
even campaigning on the environ¬ 
ment, where the AGS could have tak¬ 
en a lead. Was the problem caused by 
the CPGB and RDG ‘insisting’ on the 
importance of democracy and repub¬ 
licanism? Or did republicanism simply 
highlight the economism and oppor¬ 
tunism of the British left and its main 
components: the Labour left, SWP 
and Socialist Party. Would the new SA 
challenge economism or acquiesce to 
it? 

Arise meant we should fight for 
militant republicanism and militant 
environmentalism. The AGS majori¬ 
ty were for the latter and against the 


former. So what is militant republi¬ 
canism? In my view it has two main 
elements. First, the demand for a 
democratic republic is seen as a cur¬ 
rent political demand. It is some¬ 
thing for the present. It is to be acted 
on now. Moderate or liberal repub¬ 
licanism sees it as a long-term goal. 
They can wait for later and in the 
meantime concentrate on other mat¬ 
ters. This is equivalent to the distinc¬ 
tion between ‘Troops out now’ and 
‘Troops out eventually’. 

The ultra-left or ‘revolutionary’ ver¬ 
sion of moderate republicanism con¬ 
cerns the theory of spontaneity. 
Immediate demands require con¬ 
scious political action. But the future 
can be surrendered to the future. We 
can ignore democratic political change 
now, because one day a mass move¬ 
ment will turn up and sweep it all away. 

The second aspect of militant re¬ 
publicanism is the need for a republi¬ 
can party as the instrument for 
winning a democratic republic. Sinn 
Fein has passed both tests of imme¬ 
diacy and party. But militant republi¬ 
canism is not the same as socialism. 
Of course, you can be a militant repub¬ 
lican without being a socialist. But 
you cannot be a real socialist in a coun¬ 
try like Britain without being a militant 
republican. For socialists and Marx¬ 
ists a republican party must be a class- 
based party, a working class 
republican party. It must be, in other 
words, a republican socialist party. 

It is now apparent that we have not 
been able to build on this ‘Arise’ per¬ 
spective. The AGS-led majority on the 
executive do not agree with it. We 
have reached an impasse. Either we 
change the constitution and keep the 
same executive or we stick basically 
with the same constitution and elect 
a different executive. 

The future direction of the SA de¬ 
pends primarily, although not exclu¬ 
sively, on the struggle between the 
AGS, CPGB and RDG If the CPGB 
lines up with the AGS, the SA will shift 
towards liquidation. In a bloc with the 
RDG it may be possible to pull 
through. Of course there are two ways 
the CPGB can help the AGS. It can 
positively back the direction of the 
AGS. This will not happen, of that I 
am sure. But negative support means 
opposing the AGS verbally whilst 
withdrawing and effectively conced¬ 
ing leadership to the AGS. 

The motion from the CPGB poses 
the issue sharply. It says: 

“This AGM notes: 

(1) that the Socialist Alliance (mark 
three) has failed to make any progress 
towards its aims adopted at the re- 
founding conference; 

(2) that this reflects the facts, (a) that 
the organisation was founded on in¬ 
sufficient political agreement to sup¬ 
port the production of any form of 
publication which could have co¬ 
hered it as a national organisation; 
(b) that the attempted alliance in its 
majority was unwilling to recognise 
the importance of the existing organ¬ 
ised left in any attempt to build a 
new party; 

(3) that membership has at best stag¬ 
nated and the current executive has 
proved unable to work effectively. 

“The AGM therefore resolves to 
recognise that the attempt to refound 
the Socialist Alliance has failed, and 
to dissolve the organisation and re¬ 
turn the funds to the members and 
affiliated organisations.” 


The positive side of this resolution 
is ‘Wake up and smell the coffee’. 
Point 2a is bit vague -we need to know 
more about that. Point 2b is not cor¬ 
rect. The mere fact that we have be¬ 
come involved in the SP’s Campaign 
for a New Workers’ Party confirms 
this. 2b may be a reference to Respect, 
but if so it should be specific. Having 
said that, points 1, 2a and 3 seem ba¬ 
sically correct. Nevertheless, one year 
is hardly long enough to test matters 
or elect a different leadership, or even 
a different set of constitutional aims. 

On the negative side, the last para¬ 
graph does not propose any alterna¬ 
tive. What should we do instead? 
What are the non-CPGB SA members 
supposed to do? Should we retreat 
from politics or concentrate on trade 
union activity? Since this is not ex¬ 
plained, we can only hazard a guess. 
The motion itself gives us a clue. The 
CPGB thinks we have not intervened 
in the left. Does this mean joining 
Respect as well as the CN WP? It is not 
clear why closing the SA would help 
that when what we need is a common 
and united-front approach to the rest 
of the left. 

One alternative is to change the 
constitution to create a new SA (or 
SA4). The picture is not entirely co¬ 
herent. But the proposals coming from 
different AGS comrades would resur¬ 
rect the red-green SA with a liaison 
committee instead of a directly elect¬ 
ed executive. This would be like go¬ 
ing back to SA1, but without the 
Socialist Party at the helm. It would re¬ 
quire the removal of the republican 
clauses (A3 and A5), but the mainte¬ 
nance of the green clauses (A7). 

However, reinventing SA1 will lead 
to the liquidation of the SA just as 
surely as the more straightforward 
CPGB motion. The main focus for red- 
green Labourism is the SP itself. As 
soon as the SP opens up the CNWP 
for individual membership and local 
branches, then there will be little or no 
reason for the SA to continue. This 
option is no better than waiting for the 
SP to get its act into gear. 

The third option is to maintain the 
Arise constitution. Nobody has 
shown that the constitution has pre¬ 
vented us doing anything. It is true 
that the executive did not implement 
the constitution on A3. Either we have 
to change that clause or elect a differ¬ 
ent executive. The real problem is po¬ 
litical inertia and lack of direction. That 
is not a problem unique to the SA. 

What we need is to focus our per¬ 
spective on one national campaign 
over the next six months. There are a 
101 worthy things we can do. But to 
save the SA we should focus on one 
- provided, of course, it is the right 
one. As I argued last week, we should 
prioritise campaigning for working 
class political representation ( Week¬ 
ly Worker October 5). Arise has 
something distinct to say about this. 
Working class political representa¬ 
tion is as much about democracy as 
about party. We do not need anoth¬ 
er Labour Party. We need a party, like 
the Chartist Party which mobilised 
masses of workers in struggle for 
democracy. 

So, in summary, the options are: liq¬ 
uidate the SA; liquidate the SA into 
the Labourite Campaign for a New 
Workers’ Party as soon as the SP al¬ 
lows it; or embark on an independent 
course and take up the fight for work¬ 
ing class political representation • 
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REVIEW 


New left for old 

Max Elbaum Revolution in the air: sixties radicals turn to Lenin, Mao 
and Che Verso, 2002, pp370, £20 


T he late 1960s and early 1970s saw a 
mushroom growth of far-left organi¬ 
sations across the capitalist world, 
mainly coming out of the radicalisation of 
youth and students. The majority of the 
older cadre of today’s far left come in one 
way or another from this background. 

The formal political ideologies of these 
groups varied. In the colonial countries 
they tended to be broadly Maoist - with 
the exception of Latin America, where ver¬ 
sions of Che Guevara’s mythology of the 
Cuban revolution were influential. In the 
imperialist countries, the outcome depend¬ 
ed on the existing strength of the Trotsky¬ 
ists and whether they threw themselves 
into the ‘New Left’ and identified with it. 
Where enough Trotskyists did, as in Brit¬ 
ain and France, Maoism was marginal and 
there were substantial New Left Trotsky¬ 
ist organisations. Where they lacked the 
forces, as in Germany, or in their majority 
opposed the New Left, as in the US, New 
Left Maoism came out on top. In Italy, the 
native tradition of syndicalist direct-action 
politics and ‘spontaneism’ had a particu¬ 
lar influence: the growth of the far left was 
most spectacular, but the organisations it 
created - Lotta Continua , Avartguardia 
Operaia - were also most unstable. 

One might expect that these divergenc¬ 
es would make a profound difference to the 
political character and culture of the organ¬ 
isations created. Max Elbaum’s book is 
worth reading for comrades who come from 
New Left Trotskyist backgrounds because 
it demonstrates that this is untrue: the fun¬ 
damental political culture of New Left ‘Len¬ 
inist’ organisations was common across 
Trotskyists and Maoists. It is worth read¬ 
ing for comrades who are new to far-left 
politics, or spent the period in question in 
the official CP or the Labour Party, in order 
to understand certain critical aspects of 
1970s New Left culture. These aspects 
have resurfaced as the ‘war on terror’ has 
taken several of the middle-aged leaders 
back to the mindset of their youths: ‘anti¬ 
imperialism’ and creating another ‘new left’ 
after the ‘old left’ failed us. The signs are 
clearest in the leadership of the Socialist 
Workers Party. 

Revolution in the air is a history of the 
Maoist-Guevarist organisations which 
came out of the youth and student radical¬ 
isation in the USA in the late 1960s from 
their origins to their eventual collapse in 
the 1990s. Elbaum’s reasons for writing it 
are in part to draw lessons for any revival 
of the left in the USA, and partly to polem- 
icise against the ‘good 60s, bad 60s’ anal¬ 
ysis of Todd Gitlin’s Years of hope, days of 
rage (1987), which argued for a ‘good 60s’ 
of activists who were really radical Demo¬ 
crats and a ‘bad 60s’ of Leninist ultra-lefts 
and terrorists. 

The book is structured in five parts. Part 
I deals with the ‘new communist move¬ 
ment’s’ antecedents in the process of rad¬ 
icalisation in the late 1960s and the reasons 
for the unattractiveness of the ‘old left’ to 
the newly radicalising forces. The latter are 
gravely overstated, since it is quite clear 
that outside the Far East Maoism only 
achieved the sort of strength it attained in 
the USA in those countries where the Trot¬ 
skyists were either very weak to start with 
or deliberately abstained from involvement 
in the far left of the student radicalisation 
(as happened in the USA and a few other 
countries). 

Part II deals with the apogee of the move¬ 
ment in 1968-73, describing the several 
organisations as they formed and their 
various attempts to go beyond ‘pre-party 
formations’ either to regroupment or to 
launching themselves as parties. I expect¬ 
ed this part to take me into a foreign world, 
but in reality the political culture described 


is not that far from the culture of the Trot¬ 
skyist organisations in the same period: 
commitment to more or less Stalinist (or at 
least post-1921) versions of Leninism; vig¬ 
orous activism; attempts to reach the mass 
of the class through campaigns and fronts. 

Part III deals with the movement’s loss 
of the political initiative and slide into cri¬ 
sis between 1973 and 1981. This was trig¬ 
gered initially by the difficulties of class and 

Elbaum concludes 
that the movement 
had a 

foreshortened 
sense of the 
imminence of 
revolutionary crisis 
which made it ill- 
fitted for the long 
haul 


race analysis in the Boston bussing crisis 
of 1974, and was exacerbated by separate 
‘party turns’ by the major organisations, 
which ended the hope of a broad regroup¬ 
ment. The Communist Party of China-Peo¬ 
ple’s Republic of China leadership’s open 
bloc with the USA against the USSR and 
‘third world’ movements influenced by 
Moscow triggered a divide between those 
trends in the movement which clung to 
Beijing and those which shifted towards a 
more general third-worldism. 

Part IV discusses, more briefly, the in¬ 
volvement of Maoist and post-Maoist 
trends in the Rainbow Coalition and the 
impact on these trends of the collapse of 
the USSR (etc). Finally, Part V contains a 
chapter discussing the ex-Maoists’ “ad¬ 
justment to civilian life”, and Elbaum’s les¬ 
sons and conclusions. Elbaum concludes, 
broadly speaking, that the movement had 
a foreshortened sense of the imminence of 
revolutionary crisis which made it ill-fitted 
for the long haul; that Maoism was mas¬ 
sively damaging, particularly in creating a 
mindset of “theory-as-orthodoxy” and pro¬ 
ducing sectarianism and antidemocratic 
internal practices; but that, on the other 
hand, internationalism and anti-imperial- 
ism, anti-racism and the effort to form an 


A fter last week’s slow start to our Oc¬ 
tober fund, things have picked up 
considerably over the last seven days, 
with no less than £165 coming in. 

A large part of this comes from just two 
donors - TR, who, regular as clockwork, 
pops his monthly cheque for £60 in the 
post; and PP, who came up with another 
big one - £50. He writes: “Here’s some¬ 
thing in appreciation of your coverage 
of Scotland and the News of the World." 
Although PP admits he can’t quite match 
the tidy sums ‘socialists’ are ‘earning’ 
north of the border, he reckons his pay¬ 
ment is “100 times more honourable than 


activist cadre remain fundamental to any 
effective left. At the end of the day a criti¬ 
cal conclusion is that “basing an organi¬ 
sation’s unity on an ideological system 
(say, Marxism-Leninism) rather than a po¬ 
litical programme (say, socialism) is fraught 
with danger ... The result is a strong pull 
not just toward dogmatism, but toward 
constant suspicion of heresy” (p336). 

Considered as a history, I found the book 
an interesting read, but in some ways dis¬ 
appointing. The problem is that in some 
ways, because of the range of organisa¬ 
tions whose history he is trying to cover, 
Elbaum paints with a very broad brush, so 
that it is hard to get a strong sense of the 
effective relation of forces between the 
different organisations or of any of their 
specific ideological dynamics. At the same 
time, this is so much a participant history 
as to be almost myopic. World politics are 
seen through the eyes of the anti-imperial¬ 
ist US left and in particular its Maoist wing. 
There is little sense of the dynamics of the 
post-1968 ‘Leninist’ and semi-‘Leninist’ far 
left elsewhere (even, for example, of the 
Guevarist, etc trends in Latin America, 
which might have been natural allies of the 
American ‘new communist movement’). 

On the other hand, some of his lessons 
are very pertinent to the British left. The 
experience of the Trotskyists in Britain has 
also been one of early 70s dynamism, later 
70s inability to work out a clear path 
through more complex political problems 
and repeated sectarian declarations of 
small groups as ‘the party’. Predictions of 
short-term revolutionary crisis have in the 
same way prevented clear strategic 
thought. The Socialist Labour League/ 
Workers Revolutionary Party, Internation¬ 
al Socialists/SWP and Militant/Socialist 
Party were all vastly bigger in proportion 
to the British population, and better im¬ 
planted in the working class, than any US 
Maoist group - but on the scale of mass 
working class politics they remained mar¬ 
ginal. Trotskyism in the British groups has 
functioned just as much as an ideological 
system, as opposed to a programme, as 
Maoism did in the US ‘new communist 
movement’. 

Elbaum’s most fundamental conclusion 
is that a party , as opposed to a sect, can 
only be based on a political programme, not 
a theoretical system or ideology. That is a 
conclusion which most of the British far left 
has yet to draw • 

Mike Macnair 

Note: A shorter version of this review has 
previously appeared in Revolutionary 
History. 


the dirty money” that is tainting certain 
working class politicians. 

Thanks also to comrades GH and 
MN, who both sent us £20, and to FD 
(£10) and JT (£5), whose donations 
came via our website. Speaking of 
which, last week we notched up 19,936 
hits - pretty good, even though it’s the 
first time we have fallen below 20,000 
(just!) for a couple of months • 

Robbie Rix 
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Fighting fund 

Honourable 


What we 
fight for 

l Our central aim is the organisation of communists, revo¬ 
lutionary socialists and all politically advanced workers 
into a Communist Party. Without organisation the working 
class is nothing; with the highest form of organisation it is 
everything. 

I The Provisional Central Committee organises members 
of the Communist Party, but there exists no real Commu¬ 
nist Party today. There are many so-called ‘parties’ on the 
left. In reality they are confessional sects. Members who 
disagree with the prescribed ‘line’ are expected to gag 
themselves in public. Either that or face expulsion, 
i Communists operate according to the principles of demo¬ 
cratic centralism. Through ongoing debate we seek to 
achieve unity in action and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, members have the 
right to speak openly and form temporary or permanent 
factions. 

I Communists oppose the US-UK occupation of Iraq and 
stand against all imperialist wars but constantly strive to 
bring to the fore the fundamental question - ending war is 
bound up with ending capitalism. 

I Communists are internationalists. Everywhere we strive 
for the closest unity and agreement of working class and 
progressive parties of all countries. We oppose every mani¬ 
festation of national sectionalism. It is an internationalist 
duty to uphold the principle, ‘One state, one party’. To the 
extent that the European Union becomes a state then that 
necessitates EU-wide trade unions and a Communist Party 
of the EU. 

i The working class must be organised globally. Without 
a global Communist Party, a Communist International, 
the struggle against capital is weakened and lacks coor¬ 
dination. 

i Communists have no interest apart from the working 
class as a whole. They differ only in recognising the im¬ 
portance of Marxism as a guide to practice. That theory is 
no dogma, but must be constantly added to and enriched, 
i Capitalism in its ceaseless search for profit puts the 
future of humanity at risk. Capitalism is synonymous with 
war, pollution, exploitation and crisis. As a global system 
capitalism can only be superseded globally. All forms of 
nationalist socialism are reactionary and anti-working 
class. 

I The capitalist class will never willingly allow their wealth 
and power to be taken away by a parliamentary vote. 
They will resist using every means at their disposal. Com¬ 
munists favour using parliament and winning the biggest 
possible working class representation. But workers must 
be readied to make revolution - peacefully if we can, for¬ 
cibly if we must. 

i Communists fight for extreme democracy in all spheres 
of society. Democracy must be given a social content, 
i We will use the most militant methods objective circum¬ 
stances allow to achieve a federal republic of England, 
Scotland and Wales, a united, federal Ireland and a United 
States of Europe. 

i Communists favour industrial unions. Bureaucracy and 
class compromise must be fought and the trade unions 
transformed into schools for communism, 
i Communists are champions of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and chauvinism, and the 
struggle for peace and ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions as pay, trade union rights 
and demands for high-quality health, housing and educa¬ 
tion. 

i Socialism represents victory in the battle for democ¬ 
racy. It is the rule of the working class. Socialism is either 
democratic or, as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns into its 
opposite. 

i Socialism is the first stage of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which knows neither wars, exploi¬ 
tation, money, classes, states nor nations. Communism is 
general freedom and the real beginning of human his¬ 
tory. 

■ All who accept these principles are urged to join the 
Communist Party. 

j" "Become a 

i Communist Party 

! supporter 

* Name_ 

I Address_ 


Town/city_ 

Postcode_ 

Telephone_Age 

Email_Date_ 


^ Return to: Membership, CPGB, BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX 
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Straw’s 

dangerous 

political 

manoeuvre 



Support a woman’s right 
to wear the niqab. 
Support a woman’s right 
not to wear the niqab 


f 



Eye to eye: Jack Straw fuels flames of bigotry 


L eader of the House of Commons 
Jack Straw deliberately courted 
controversy last week with his 
‘remove your veil’ article. Writing in 
his regular column in the Lancashire 
Telegraph , he knew exactly what he 
was doing - keying into and feeding 
the growing hostility to muslims 
across Britain that has become almost 
respectable after 9/11, 7/7 and the in¬ 
vasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Muslims are being singled out and 
demonised. Unless they assimilate 
along the lines demanded by New La¬ 
bour and the mainstream media, they 
are to be treated as the enemy within. 
So as well as courtship of prominent 
figures, responsible organisations 
and moderate mosques, there has 
been the stick of legislation and a 
whole wave of crude propaganda. 

This has effectively given the green 
light to a whole string of petty and not 
so petty incidents. On the streets of 
every town bigoted elements feel that 
they have Jack Straw’s blessing when 
they demand that a muslim woman 
take off her veil - a common occur¬ 
rence. Worryingly over the last week 
there have also been violent attacks, 
including arson in Windsor and a stab¬ 
bing in Preston. 

A year ago, apparently, a woman 
wearing what was probably a niqab (a 
veil with her eyes showing), visited 
the MP’s constituency surgery, caus¬ 
ing him no end of discomfort. So much 
so, Straw tells us he has subsequent¬ 
ly asked all women who come to see 
him wearing a niqab to remove it, and, 
as he writes, “1 can’t recall a single oc¬ 
casion when a lady has refused to lift 
her veil.” 

Straw left it a year before embark¬ 
ing on writing his article. So why wait 
until now? Besides the deteriorating 
situations in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
hats are being thrown into the ring for 
the position of deputy prime minister. 
That also explains why others such as 
Peter Hain have publicly disagreed 
with his ‘unveil’ article. But it must 
have been particularly galling to Shaw 
that on Sunday’s AM John Prescott 
himself said that he would not ask a 
woman to uncover her face, adding: 
“If a woman wants to wear a veil, why 
shouldn’t she? It’s her choice” (http:/ 
/news.bbc.co.uk/l/hi/uk_politics/ 
4801801.stm). 

However, given the positive com¬ 
ments that have flowed in the press 
and elsewhere, Straw must nonethe¬ 
less feel that he has hit home by rais¬ 


ing this issue and gaining such pub¬ 
lic support. This cannot but fail to en¬ 
hance his bid to become the next 
deputy PM, or so he must hope. 

Despite the article’s attempt at blok- 
eyness Straw’s seigniorial attitude to 
‘his’ female constituents is all too ap¬ 
parent. He is telling them that their tra¬ 
ditional dress is unacceptable. Hardly 
the approach of a democrat. Commu¬ 
nists certainly emphasise that dress 


should be a voluntary matter - wheth¬ 
er for muslims, hindus, orthodox Jews 
or punks. What matters to us is that 
people feel happy with what they wear 
and are able to fully participate in all 
aspects of social life, not least the 
militant struggle for a better world. 

Sadly, but predictably, Respect only 
talks about the ‘right to choose’ in its 
statement condemning Straw’s “in¬ 
flammatory” remarks (October 11). 


Nothing about the oppression of 
women. Obviously, fighting the op¬ 
pression of women necessitates a 
highly sensitive approach - crucially 
when it comes to a section of the pop¬ 
ulation which is itself oppressed. 

The fact of the matter is that the com¬ 
mand found in the Koran for women 
to dress modestly (the fullest meaning 
of the word ‘hijab’) has become inter¬ 
woven with male domination and the 


seclusion of women in society. Histor¬ 
ically, true, veiling of muslim women 
was leamt from the islamic conquests 
of Persia and Byzantium - higher cul¬ 
tures. In ancient Mesopotamia, for ex¬ 
ample, veiling and seclusion marked 
status. Only wealthy men could afford 
to fully privatise their women: prosti¬ 
tutes were expressly forbidden to don 
the veil. But this form of oppression 
was assimilated by the Arabs and giv¬ 
en an islamic justification by Koranic 
scholars and jurists. 

So despite some women choosing 
to adopt the niqab voluntarily - actu- 
allythey are a tiny minority amongst 
muslim women in Britain - there can 
be no doubting that the garment is 
both a sign and means of oppression: 
keeping as it does the whole face cov¬ 
ered except the eyes. 

Women who wear the veil should 
always have a perfect right to do so; 
just as women should have every right 
to wear whatever garments they 
choose, be they western clothes, the 
salwar kameez, dupatta, chunari, 
chador, yashmak, khumur or burqa. 
We, however, want them to feel free 
to give up such barriers as veiling: but 
it must be their choice to do so, not 
that of their male relatives or their (usu¬ 
ally male) imam, sheikh or other reli¬ 
gious teacher. Or anyone else, come 
to that • 

Jim Moody 
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